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The thesis of this paper is that genuine church renewal in a postmodern context is
possible based on biblical principles and deep theological reflection rather than simply
repackaging church activities. Without this biblical base and theological reflection, many
responses will attract disaffected Christians but will fail to produce genuine mission and
connection to contemporary culture.
Chapter 1 will explore the interplay between message, medium, and marketplace,
and demonstrate that most church renewal responses are theologically uninformed.
Without adequate biblical and theological reflection, the church communicates a message
in new mediums, but in ways people cannot connect.
Chapter 2 will explore a theological issue behind the church's inability to connect
with postmodern people and offer an alternative theology in response to this problem.
Chapter 3 will apply the alternative theology described in Chapter 2 to contemporary
Christian conversion and maturation. This chapter adopts the faith stage development
theory of James Fowler, which is congruent with this paper's theology, and the chapter
suggests methods that produce authentic church growth.
Chapter 4 will apply a theology of spiritual formation to the preaching and
teaching roles of the church. Chapter 5 will describe effective leadership techniques
related to the theology introduced previously. Leadership is vital to church renewal in the
emerging, postmodern context.
The paper will record the successful application of effective pastoral leadership in
the author's church context, a church plant that has seen significant growth among new
and existing Christians. The application demonstrates the effectiveness of this theology
and has been the testing ground of the incarnational leadership concept.
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PREFACE
PERSONAL NARRATIVE

In agreement with the author's supervisor no third person narrative will be used in
this dissertation. The author will tell his own story here.

Shortcomings + Confessions+ Audience + Autobiography
Unashamedly I must confess that the main person I had in mind for my
dissertation was myself. The problem I have sought to address has been very personal.
How can I maintain my own faith in the face of the emerging culture and context? Then,
how can I as a pastor and leader enable our church to grow, with genuine renewal?
As I look back on this research process, and illustrate it with stories from the life
of our church community, I have had in mind three questions. What does it mean to be a
Christian, what does it mean to be Church and what does it mean to be a leader/pastor, in
the face of the seismic emergence of postmodernity? Three impossibly large questions.
When I set out on my research, even before this doctoral programme, I imagined
finding so many answers to those questions, but now realise they are a questions for a
lifetime ofresearch, reflection, application, and most likely the task at.least, of this
generation of Christians.
I doubt my dissertation will offer much in the way of illumination to these
questions, but I hope it will inspire others, as it has done me, to continue to pursue
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theological reflection in the service of forming communities and churches that are
vibrantly and naturally connected to Christ, His Church and his mission and creation, in
our postmodern world.
I must declare some of my bias. I love the church, in the plurality of its forms. It
was a church that enabled me to meet Jesus, and begin a life of following him, and
helping others to do the same. For all the problems of the church, and they are well
documented, I believe the renewal of our churches is our hope for the future of
Christianity. Whilst many have been hurt by church, I think the church has been just as
hurt by those leaving it, criticising it, and declaring it as irrelevant to the future. Whilst I
understand the pain of Christians who have been denied a life-giving faith, for their
homes, work, and families, I have found the anger and rage in many voices unpalatable.
As I write, seek to assess the church and its theology and practice, and suggest
critique and a way toward renewal and change, I know that I must inevitably end up
stereotyping, misunderstanding, and making suggestions from a place of ignorance. I
hope my voice will not add to the burden of leaders and churches, who are mostly
wonderful people, trying their hardest to serve.
So I hope readers will find a voice of optimism, hope, and construction in this
dissertation. I hope they find theological thought and tools that will enable the
deconstruction and reconstruction of many of churches, which is I believe the process,
road, and path to renewal.
As I have interacted with other pastors and church leaders from my undoubtedly
limited perspective, I have had the privilege to share my research and stories from our
church. In this I have found key readers for my writing, people who know that church is
Vlll

not working, who are tired of being told they are irrelevant, that they should pack up and
close their services and buildings, get rid of their staff, and have immediate relevancy.
For they know that this is not the case, and these axiomatics do not produce the promised
mythical new postmodern nirvana of church. The future of church is not in anger and
endless deconstruction, but the hard daily grind of generous submission to each other,
hope and dependency in the church Catholic, and engaging one another in the hard task
of theological reflection brings genuine renewal.
Most of all, I hope my writing and the story of our church will inspire others to
see that church is not primarily about making it relevant to my postmodern needs, but
about recruiting people who will in the face of all the churches shortcomings, decide that
they will serve, give, pray, minister, and share, and thereby see others come to and grow
in faith, which is a blessing and reward in itself.
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INTRODUCTION

The modern church in the United Kingdom is experiencing a continued major
decline, and church attendance may reach 1 percent by 2016 if current trends continue. 1
Over recent years a number of responses have been suggested to counter this decline,
including the recent growth of the "Emerging Church."2 Many of these responses have
been sociological in nature and are a repackaging of church beliefs and practices that do
not produce genuine renewal. Genuine renewal can produce church growth and add new
Christians from the postmodern context. The thesis of this paper is that genuine renewal
is possible based on biblical principles and deep theological reflection rather than simply
repackaging church activities. Without this biblical base and theological reflection, many
responses will attract disaffected Christians but will fail to produce genuine mission and
connection to contemporary culture.
The thesis of the paper will be supported by biblical and theological investigation
and theological reflection. From that reflection, the paper will identify three key areas of
church life as targets of renewal to which the concepts can be applied effectively. Finally,

1

Stuart Murray, "The End of Christendom," http://www.anabaptistnetwork.com/
endofchristendom (accessed January 14, 2004 ).
2

The emerging church developed in the late twentieth Century in Western Europe, North
America, and the South Pacific in an effort to adapt to postmodernity. See http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Emerging_Church (accessed December 21; 2005).

1

2

the paper will report how this approach produced genuine renewal within a particular
church. Chapter 1 will explore the interplay between message, medium, and marketplace,
and demonstrate that most church renewal responses are theologically uninformed.
Without adequate biblical and theological reflection, the church communicates a message
in new mediums, but in ways people cannot connect.
Chapter 2 will explore a theological issue behind the church's inability to connect
with postmodern people. The western church has held a platonic doctrine of creation that
does not affirm life, the world, and the nature of humanity, and these issues are valued by
postmodern culture and people. In other words, current theology does not naturally lead
to growth in existing and new Christian disciples, who must live and grow in a
postmodern environment. This chapter provides an alternative theology in response to
this problem.
Chapter 3 will apply the alternative theology described in Chapter 2 to
contemporary Christian conversion and maturation. This chapter adopts the faith stage
development theory of James Fowler, which is congruent with this paper's theology, and
the chapter suggests methods that produce authentic church growth.
Chapter 4 will apply a theology of spiritual formation to the preaching and
teaching roles of the church. This will include a history of preaching, recent
developments in preaching, and the insufficiency of two current responses, one that
reasserts conservative preaching techniques and the other that calls for its abandonment.
The chapter proposes abandonment of preaching as a sociological response, will assert

3

that both responses are not genuine acts of theological reflection and renewal, and will
describe an effective alternative.
The final chapter will describe effective leadership techniques related to the
theology introduced previously. Effective ecclesiastical leadership is necessary because
leadership is responsible for the message, media, and marketplaces. Leadership is vital to
church renewal in the emerging, postmodern context.
The authoritarian, controlling, and mechanistic leadership of the modern church
mimics secular CEO business techniques. These sociological responses produce
leadership paralysis characterized by abuse and manipulation. The theology of this paper
affirms the necessity for incarnational leadership that is missional and a catalyst for
authentic spiritual formation. Much current leadership thinking outside the traditional
church embodies and enables this theology, and promotes positive spiritual formation.
This paper will explore the nature of this leadership and key practices and behaviours that
facilitate the paper's theology and goal of spiritual formation.
The paper will record the successful application of effective pastoral leadership in
the author's church context, a church plant that has seen significant growth among new
and existing Christians. The application demonstrates the effectiveness of this theology
and has been the testing ground of the incarnational leadership concept.

CHAPTER 1
THE POSTMODERN CONTEXT

The thesis of this paper is that genuine church renewal in the postmodern era is
possible based on biblical and theological reflection that avoids a simple repackaging of
church activities. This biblical and theological foundation provides support for authentic
mission and connection to contemporary culture. A number of authors have speculated
about the future of Christianity, and their conclusions are generally pessimistic. 1 The
pessimism is highlighted against 2,000 years of success that saw the church grow from an
inner circle of twelve disciples to over two billion adherents. The pessimism is based on
the assumption that the shift to postmodernity is so seismic that modernity's unstable
ground can no longer support the church and its operations. Walter Truett Anderson
writes: "We are in the midst of a great, confusing, stressful and enormously promising
historical transition, and it ti.as to do with a change not so much in what we believe as in
how we believe. " 2 Contemporary churches function in a culture and belief system
produced by modernity, but the western world has become increasingly postmodern in its

1

For instance see Stuart Murray, Post-Christendom after Christendom (Carlisle, UK: Paternoster,
2004), Michael Riddell, Threshold of the Future: Reforming the Church in the Post-Christian West
(London: SPCK, 1998), Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of
the Church in North America (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), and Alan Jamieson, A
Churchless Faith: Faith Journeys Beyond the Churches (London: SPCK, 2002).
2

Walter Truett Anderson, The Truth About the Truth: De-Confi1sing and Re-Constructing the
Postmodern World (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1995), 2.

4

5

assumptions. Robert Webber suggests there is nothing new in this situation. 3 The church
experienced the monumental transition from a pre-modern medieval worldview to the
modern worldview, and survived and grew. 4 In the past, the church rediscovered its
purpose, mission, and meaning, and it formed new responses to dramatic cultural
changes. Leonard Sweet describes this ecclesiastical reaction as "Ancient Future Faith"
which he defines as " a Faith that is both ancient and future, both historical and
contemporary ... the church [can] camp in the future in the light of the past. " 5 The
writings and models formed around this belief are commonly labeled "Emerging
Church."
A single definition of the emerging church is difficult because "attempting to
define the 'emergent church' betrays the essence of the movement because the emergent
consciousness questions the notion that there is such a thing." 6 Sweet suggests no two
emergent churches are the same, but they have several common characteristics:
"missional in orientation [and] grow out of indigenous soils." 7 Sweet says emergent
churches use flexible spaces, hymns, liturgy, and Eucharist, and "the key words for

3

Robert Webber, Ancient-Future Evangelism: Making Your Church a Faith-Forming Community
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2003), 12.
4

A detailed overview of one such time is contained in Curtis Chang, Engaging Unbelief A
Captivating Strategy from Augustine and Aquinas (Downers Grove, IL: Inter Varsity Press, 2000).
5

Leonard I. Sweet, Post-Modern Pilgrims: First Century Passion/or the 21st Centwy World
(Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman, 2000).
6

Tamara Cissna, "God Bent a Person, Not a Proposition: A Conversation with Len Sweet,"
George Fox Journal (Fall 2005): 15.
7

Ibid.

6
emerging churches are incarnational, missional, and relational. " 8 Emergent churches are
flexible and organic, outward looking, and see truth as absolute, relative, and relational.
These characteristics allow for an evangelical, personal gospel and the social gospel of
"justice and kingdom ministries. " 9 The emergent church "is an ongoing conversation
about how new times call for new churches, and that the mortar-happy church ... is illpoised to face the promises and perils of the future." 10 Sweet does not suggest the gospel
is relative truth, but he believes its presentation and proclamation are relative to culture
and eras.

Modernity and Postmodernity Defined
For the purposes of this paper, modernity is defined as an intellectual approach
rooted in the enlightenment which assumes "humanity has progressed to the highest
pinnacle of achievement under the aegis of Enlightenment Euro-American efforts ... and
the world is getting better and better." 11 Kenneth Scott Latourette writes of the
Enlightenment:
The eighteenth century is often called the age of reason. What seemed to
be a prevailing belief in Western Europe was confidence in man's [sic]
mind. Man, so it was held, had heretofore been bound by ignorance and
superstition. Now, by the use of reason he was achieving emancipation
and there was nothing that, with this tool, he could not accomplish. 12

8

Ibid.

9

Ibid.,17.

10

Ibid.,15.

11

A. K. M. Adams, What is Postmodern Biblical Criticism? (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995),

12

Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of Christianity (New York: Harper and Row, 1953), I 003.

1-2.
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Peter Gay describes the growth of modernity as an optimistic belief that "life
[was] getting better, safer, easier, healthier, more predictable- that is to say, more
rationale." 13 Gay described this as a "recovery of nerve" 14 which was "infectious:
progress in one sphere generated progress in others." 15
Postmodernism, or postmodernity, operates from assumptions that are different
from modernism, or modernity. Although postmodernism is not a single philosophy with
a common voice, it holds several tenants in common. It is "antifoundational,
antitotalizing, and demystifying." 16 It is antifoundational:
In that it resolutely refuses to posit any one premise as the privileged and
unassailable starting point for establishing claims to truth. It is
antitotalizing because postmodern discourse suggests that any theory that
claims to account for everything is suppressing counterexamples ...
Postmodernism is also demystifying: it attends to claims that certain
assumptions are "natural" and tries to show that these are in fact
ideological projections. 17

Where is the Message?
Many contemporary writers describe the intellectual move from modernity to
postmodernity without reference to the impact of postmodernity on the church's message
and the communication of its message. George Clad is provides a list of nine
characteristics of postmodernity with no reference to the philosophical, cosmological, and

13

Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, Vol. 2, The Science of Freedom (New York:
Alfred A Knopf, 1969), 12.
14

Ibid., 8.

15

Ibid., 25.

16

Adams, 5.

17

Ibid.

9
Brian McLaren describes postmodern thinkers' hunger for a message they can
relate to and their distaste for merely re-packaging the existing message:
I don't care how slick and hip the methods are to package, produce, and
promote a message like this. That message, constricted to the cramped
dimensions of a shrink-wrapped, trite sound bite, is not the one I want to
dedicate my life to ... And since neither our message nor our methods are
currently perfect in their articulation, and since even if they were perfectly
suited to address the questions and needs of our culture today (here), they
will need to adjust to our new situation tomorrow (or somewhere else), I
believe we are being most faithful when we are constantly open to change
on both fronts. 23
Marshall McLuhan's dictum that the medium is the message has become a misunderstood
paradigm about how individuals connect with the church. McLuhan's assertion was made
in the context of demonstrating how the user of media is the content. 24 McLuhan did not
mean that the content of messages is unchanging, but that the way individuals
communicate them reveals the message to the user. In other words, McLuhan's dictum
supports this paper's thesis that changing the medium of communication does not change
the message communicated. The methods of communication are found lacking by users
of the medium if the methods are projected as relevant, but essentially unchanged.
There are important cultural realities the church must understand related to how
the culture communicates, dresses, values music styles, and other aspects. The emerging
church must understand, inhabit, and incarnate ecclesiastical methods that connect to the
culture. Arlene Sanchez Walsh explores this necessary cultural assimilation process, and
concludes: "Christianity has an almost limitless ability to harness its message to nearly
23

Leonard L Sweet and Andy Crouch, The Church in Emerging Culture: Five Perspectives
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 191.
24
For a summary of McLuhan's dictum that supports this thesis see Eric McLuhan and Frank
Zingrone, eds., Essential McLuhan (London: Routledge, 1997), 151.

10

every facet of popular culture: bobby-soxers, hippies, cholos, tattooed, body-pierced
college students searching for God-if there is a song to be co-opted, a style to be
transformed, a ministry will seek to do just that."25 Two distinct groups are engaged in
this sociological response: those churches that revamp their services with relevant
cultural tools, and those who have broken with the modern church and create new
ecclesiastical forms in their own spaces. 26 The two groups value cultural relevancy
toward postmodern culture, and lack the means to communicate the message in relevant
ways. Os Guinness discusses these issues in an interview:
Whether though creating trendy worship services, writing books about
how Christ can be seen in current movies, or mirroring hot bands playing
on MTV, Christians often try to make their faith more culturally relevant.
But Os Guinness says that this desire to be fashionable is exactly why
Christians are now becoming marginalized. In a lecture for the C.S. Lewis
Institute in 2002, he said that the only thing that is always relevant is the
Gospel. 27
It appears that the gospel is the one thing Christians and the church are afraid to

rethink for the postmodern culture. In the book, Planting Churches in a Postmodern Age,
Stetzer describes how church relevancy techniques have been reduced to a discussion of
culture with chapters on choosing a logo and name. 28 The Shape of Things to Come by
Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch describes church techniques designed to reach the

25

Richard W. Flory and Donald E. Miller, GenX Religion (New York: Routledge, 2000), 74.

26

Ibid., 139.

27

Dick Staub, "The Dick Staub Interview: Trusting in a Culturally Relevant Gospel," Christianity
Today, August 26, 2003, http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2003/134/22.0.html (accessed January 14,
2004).
28

2003), 232.

Ed Stetzer, Planting Churches in a Postmodern Age (Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman,

12
Cultural Neutering
One of the criticisms of the modern church is the cultural neutering at work in the
church. Brian McLaren and Anthony Campolo reflect this in their question:
Are our churches and broadcasts and books and organizations merely
creating religious consumers of religious products and programmes? Are
we creating a self-isolating, self-serving, self-perpetuating, self centered
subculture ... However unintentionally, we can neuter the very Gospel we
seek to live and proclaim 31
The author of this paper contends that those who attempt to avoid the neutering process
actually perpetuate it. They may create a new emerging church subculture that is
culturally neutering for modern church people and postmodern people outside the church.
Relevance is important, but in many cases it is largely superficial and focused on rebranding and marketing. The church becomes obsessed with the acceptable and trendy,
and becomes more self-focused and irrelevant.
The cultural neutering takes several forms:

Faddishness
There is a danger that people will view the emerging church as a fad. Generation
X members did not deliver the changes and growth expected by the church. The author of
this paper believes cultural relevancy or an emphasis on emerging church culturalism
may also not provide results. What might happen is that many emerging church groups
may become as culturally exclusive as the groups from whom they distance themselves.

31

Brian D. McLaren and Anthony Campolo, Adventures in Missing the Point: How the CultureControlled Church Neutered the Gospel (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 11-12.

13
Dan Kimball's book, Emerging Church is a good example of this. He includes a chapter
entitled "Beyond Postmodernism, Candles and Cool,"32 and the chapter, "How I Moved
From Being Seeker-Sensitive to Post-Seeker Sensitive," describes how he went from
being seeker sensitive to post-seeker sensitive. He does this by claiming his church is
different from Rick Warren's at Saddleback, but he sounds as seeker-sensitive as Rick
Warren. 33

Impulsive Arrogance
Duffy Robbins writes:
I'm concerned that our youth ministry culture has the same kind of
adolescent arrogance that thirty years ago led to the maxim, "Never trust
anyone over thirty," except that now it's "Never trust anyone who doesn't
define himself as postmodern." Unfortunately, that kind of narrow
chronological and ideological landscape leaves us vulnerable to
momentary fads and fashions. 34
This way of thinking may lead groups who practice the emerging church model to label
those outside or who disagree with them as "not getting it" or "not postmodern." This
paper argues that the goal of relevancy is not appearing or becoming postmodern.
"Christians should not embrace a postmodern worldview; we must not adapt to
postmodernity ... but we do need to incarnate the timeless in the timely."35

Mistaking Authentic for Being Real

32

Dan Kimball, The Emerging Church: Vintage Christianity for New Generations (Grand Rapids,
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Emerging church groups can become gatherings of isolated individuals who seek
cultural expression, but true community moderates individual isolation for the benefit of
all. In insisting on individual desires to express and create, "we miss the mark of
participation in the community of God which the creator desires for his creatures."36 The
emerging church may react to the aesthetic deprivation of the modern church and develop
a theology and expression of the arts. 37 This creativity, however, can develop within
communal boundaries and benefit others.

The Death of Public Space
Many emerging church communities under the pressures of trying to do church in
our emerging culture, are exploring simple and sustainable forms of church, having no
advertising, no teaching, minimal programs, and no obvious leaders. 38 However this
means that attendance at an emerging church group may include the risk of uncertainty,
food, and relationship. These groups run the danger of involving people into in the
group's worst fears: forced intimacy, sharing, and lack of public space. 39 People want to
watch, listen, and observe without pressure because "very few relationships are intimate
... we tend to think of intimacy as the 'Mecca' ofrelationship. But would all
relationships in your life be better if they were intimate?"
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Emerging churches by their nature necessitate intimacy. As a result visitors often
do not return, and may be seen as consumers, whereas group members validate
themselves as committed and "real" Christians, in comparison with those who do not
join. Rather than being open communities, they can become closed and as culturally
exclusive. These new groups become small communities made up of tired, frustrated
Christians who reject the church and view the new community as an ideal place.
A primary axiom of some groups is in the area of gathering. Using the works of
writers including Pete Ward41 and James Thwaites, 42 many emerging church groups
move away from any form of public, congregational space. Joe Myers, however,
suggested that public space is vital for postmodern people to connect. Gathering has been
vital to pre-modern, modern eras, and will be in the postmodern church. It can be argued
that fear of congregations may restrict the size of many groups. 43

Dehumanizing Spirituality
For the modern evangelical church, Christianity focuses on a personal religious
decision, concern for the eternal destiny of others, and "personal and intimate
communion with Jesus." 44 Christians are saved out of the world and transformed (Rom
12:2), and the goal of their lives is salvation from a fallen world that will be destroyed (2
Pet 3:10). Heaven is the Christian's destination, and evangelicals emphasize separation
41
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from the world and its vices. Spiritual fonnation is understood as a search for piety and
holiness, of being more like Christ, the divine being. Modern evangelical worship with its
"Jesus is my friend" (What a Friend We Have in Jesus) style of worship is the fulfillment
of this trajectory.
The postmodern culture views these evangelical concepts as shallow, selfseeking, and dehumanizing. In the postmodern context, "community is integral to
epistemology ,"

45

but the emerging church proclaims a gospel message of hyper-

individualism in which community is not integral to epistemology. The result is that
evangelical Christianity is often viewed as dehumanizing. For those hungry for
community connections with God and each other, and who seek a whole-of-life
alternative, the reductionist message of the western church is unappealing. It remains the
message of the emerging church, and the Emerging church is in danger of being rejected
by the postmodern culture in the same way as the evangelical church.

A New Message
This section describes a potentially relevant and engaging message for the
emerging church. It includes four elements: a missional spirituality with a holistic
perspective, a community hermeneutic, social justice, and power issues.

Missional Spirituality: Holistic Spiritual Formation
Membership in the Christian community calls believers into active discipleship,
which seeks growth and maturity (Col 1: 28-29). Growth as a disciple involves becoming
45
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a better person, more Christ-like, and practicing Christian disciplines. Faith based
primarily on intellectual knowledge is less valued than being a Christian in thought,
word, and deed. Michael Riddell argues for this as a "missional spirituality:"
What is needed is the forging of a new and vibrant spirituality which is
adequate to the call to mission .... [I]t will be a mission spirituality ....
[I]t will need to be earthed, conversant with human suffering, attainable
within the complexities of life, holistic, creative, communal and
contextual. 46
In the past, mission was viewed as churches sending people to practice in distant places.
Christians no longer inhabit a dominant Christian culture that sends missionaries to unchurched peoples. Christians are now all missionaries who live in an unchurched/postchurch culture. "Missional churches [and individuals] are focused on what God is doing
in the world. Their circles face outward, not inward."47

The Hermeneutic of Community
A community of people who adopt Christianity as an alternative basis for living,
beyond a set of propositional beliefs, becomes a powerful apologetic in the postmodern
culture. Truth is found when individuals live in an authentic life-changing community
because, "what brings together absolute truth and relative truth is relational truth."48
Stanley Grenz in an interview in Cutting Edge Magazine explains this hermeneutic as:
In the postmodern context, we are moving toward the community
evaluating a mosaic's pragmatic usability. The community has tremendous
power in the postmodern context. Individualism is a modernist concept.
The individual in the postmodern context becomes a person-in46
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relationship. So it's not like I can stand as an individual observer looking
at alternate communities and subjectively determining which is right or
which mosaic happens to be intellectually best. Rather, it is only as I
participate in community, involved in the give-and-take of that community
life, that I see what its mosaic is all about. 49

Social Justice
Stuart Murray Williams describes the holistic, social justice mission as people
who:
[C]hose to be identified with the poor, the weak, the marginalized, those
without voices or status. They adopt as their agenda the Nazareth
Manifesto: The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to
preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to
proclaim the year of the Lord's/avow·. What might this mean? Holistic
mission which refuses to separate social justice from evangelism? Decades
of Justice as well as Decades of Evangelism?50
Christ identifies care for the poor and socially abused as one of the highest values; he
identifies ministry to the poor, social action, and justice as normal parts of Christian faith
and expression. He spoke about this in Matthew 25:31-46 when He said those who take
care of the hungry, thirsty, strangers, unclothed, sick, and imprisoned actually care for the
Son of Man. Christ's consistent pattern of healing and feeding individuals and
befriending outcasts and sinners confirms His social sensitivity and activity.
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Power from the Margins
The issues of missional spirituality, community hermeneutic, and social justice
combine into a powerful voice from the margins of postmodern culture. The church can
speak from the margins of society and is perhaps most eloquent while in that posture.
Christ speaks about this as salt that flavors the whole earth (Matt 5:13), and as light that
cannot be hidden (Matt 5: 14). The church speaks from the margins of society and can
affect it profoundly, and the margins are where the church is increasingly finding itself in
western culture. 51
Liberal and evangelical churches find themselves sharing the margins, and this
reality can stimulate hope and vision. 52 Alan Roxburgh writes:
Unless ... leaders recognize and understand the extent to which they and
their congregations have been marginalized in modernity, they will not
meaningfully shape the direction of congregational life for missionary
engagement. 53
Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated that the church has engaged in a primarily
sociological response to postmodernity and has used communication tools and new
structures to become more relevant. The church in the postmodern era has not seriously
engaged in rethinking the message it attempts to communicate. The sociological response
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Third, a market assessment reveals techniques and methods that connect with
others. This involves peer groups that communicate with the culture and use of symbols
and language people understand.
This paper develops and explores these core issues and provides the process to
integrate message, medium and market. Jesus is the prime example of this integration
because He used message, medium, and market to connect people to God, others, and the
world around Him.
Vincent Donovan recalls the words of a missionary who had real experience in
communicating Christianity to other cultures. The missionary said:
In working with ... people ... do not try to call them back to where they
were, and do not try to call them to where you are, as beautiful as that
place might seem to you. You must have the courage to go with them to a
place that neither you nor they have ever been before. 55
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CHAPTER2
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION

The Bible and Greek cosmologies and cosmogonies have played vital roles in the
Christian development of the doctrine of creation. Both are distinctive but have
similarities, and the Bible is a collection of complex cultural diversity. 1 This chapter
discusses them separately by tracing their development biblically and then
philosophically, and understanding the historical development of the doctrine of creation
is key in this paper.

Tracing the Development of the Doctrine of Creation in Church History
"The Christian doctrine of creation was developed when Christian thinkers
entered the world of Greek thought, and struggled to articulate their creeds in its
shadow." 2 For example, the Creed ofNicea (A.D. 325,) which was probably based on
earlier creeds from Jerusalem and Antioch, was drafted to refute the Arian claim that the
son of God was the highest creation of God and thus essentially different from the Father.
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Early on there was not a deliberate combination of Greek and biblical thought, but rather
an attempt to disentangle and separate biblical doctrine from the Greek worldview. 3
Justin Martyr (born A.D. 100, converted AD. 130) worked at the process of
disentangling Christianity from Platonism. Whilst not talking of creation out of nothing,
he suggests in Dialogue with Trypho section 307, that to know that God as creator,
believers need the Holy Spirit to inform and teach them, rather than rely on a community
of being between God and humanity, which was the Greek view. Justin Martyr articulates
an essential of the doctrine of creation: everything matter or spirit is created, and nothing
but God is eternal and divine. 4 This is a very different way of viewing the world and its
relationship to a creator than the Greek view.
On the basis of the Trinitarian doctrine, Irenaeus explores the doctrine of creation.
He develops a view of the value of the material and spiritual created order in reaction to
Gnostic, dualistic philosophical opponents. 5 The Gnostics affirmed that spirit was good
and matter was evil, but Irenaeus adopts Christological and pneumatological positions
and argues that the whole created order was good.
Irenaeus writes about eschatological dimensions of creation and asserts that all
creation, not just mind or soul, are redeemable, and he articulates a definitive expression
3
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of creation out of nothing, ex nihilo. The God who creates through His two hands,
through the son and by the spirit, requires neither assistance from intermediate beings,
nor force of necessity. 6 This was a complete contradiction of the Greek view of creation
and is a unique philosophical and intellectual achievement which emerged from early
theologians' affirmation of the goodness of creation and createdness.
Two other key theologians expanded these ideas. Basil of Caesarea, AD. fourthcentury, articulates the concept of the homogeneity of creation. 7 Basil insists that
everything other than God is created and contingent and consists of the same reality.
There is no hierarchy of mind and matter. He denies the Aristotelian notion, later adopted
by the church, that heavenly bodies were divine and eternal. John Philoponos, AD. sixthcentury, writes similarly, and is an important influence on Galileo. 8 His affirms creation
out of nothing, denies heavenly bodies are eternal, and challenges some Greek views on
the infinity of the universe.
The theologians discussed so far are noted for their resistance to Greek dualism,
but others, like Ori gen and Augustine, set the tone and development of the doctrine of
creation in another direction. Origen and Augustine combined creedal and Greek
elements in their theologies of creation expressed in "On First Principles, City of God,
and Confessions." 9
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Taking his inspiration from Philo of Alexandria's allegorical interpretation of
Genesis, Origen taught a two-stage creation. The first creation was a higher world of
spiritual beings who fell, which then formed the second creation, the material world.
While he does not deny the goodness of this material creation, it is chiefly seen as the
instrument and means of salvation. Origen contributed to the understanding of divine
action in creation and its relation to redemption, but his concession to Platonism made an
affirmation of the created world as good, very ambiguous.
Origen's synthesis is rather simplistic and raises a significant problem of God's
relationship to time and eternity. If the first creation was eternal, how can this be
reconciled with the Christian view that creation entails an absolute beginning? Origen's
view suggests that God is somehow limited by time. 10
Augustine deals with this issue. He is more complex in his assimilation of Greek
philosophy and makes contributions to philosophical problems that are still
discussed. 11 Augustine blends Platonism and the Christian creeds. He anticipates
Einstein's theory ofrelativity and he suggests that space and time are created with the
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world. This is an important concept in Christian theology because it frees God from time
constraints. Time is a result of the created universe. 12
Augustine's concepts result from his battle with the Manichaeism heresy which
held that all matter was evil. 13 In spite of this struggle, he asserts a two-stage, hierarchical
view of creation in which God creates Platonic forms and the lower material world.
Unlike Irenaeus, Augustine could not affirm the goodness of the material world fully. 14
By teaching that the material world was created in the light of the previously created
order, Augustine allows Christ to be displaced from the effective framework of
creation. 15 Unlike Irenaeus, Augustine appeals very little to Christology in his creation
doctrine.
The effects of Augustine have continued across the centuries in two key areas.
First, the relation of creation and redemption are locked in a platonic embrace which
contributes to development of the predestination doctrine. In this concept, God chooses a
limited number of people from the lost, and salvation is no longer the redemption of
individuals in and with the universal created order, but something apart or separate from
it. Redemption becomes a human project without a universal impact contrary to New
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Testament promises of "redemption of all things, not merely the human race." 16 Second,
creation appears more like an arbitrary act of will rather than the ordered expression of a
loving God.

17

Christology and pneumatology had little place in the development of the doctrine
of creation and were treated as aspects of natural theology, rather than as part of the
confessional creeds.

18

For example, William of Ockham in the fourteenth-century refers

to the first verses of John's gospel and does not mention Christ's place in creation. 19 For
Ockham, creation becomes an arbitrary act of God's will.
Ockham's predecessor and intellectual opponent was Thomas Aquinas who
focused his cosmology on a doctrine of causes. God is the uncaused cause, and all of
creation is dependent upon God. Aquinas' system is based on the Aristotelian doctrine of
causes, and the universe in his system is a hierarchical structure of interlocking causes, of
agents rather than platonic forms. 20 While he affirms creation out of nothing, he provides
little discussion on the need for pneumatology or Christology to make sense of the
doctrine of creation. In his Summa Theolgiae, Aquinas elevates the divinity of Christ
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above his humanity so that the restoration of humanity is a restoration to a perfect state of
compatibility with God. 21
Ockham develops his predecessor Duns Scotus' thought and eliminates the
intermediate world of forms and causes that had dominated medieval theology. Ockham
and Scotus, however, replace it with the doctrine of the world as a contingent outcome of
God's un-necessitated free will. 22 Although they reject causes and forms, creation out of
nothing is affirmed, and the world and God come adrift, with no Christological or
pneumatological connection. The ongoing possible continuing relationship between
creator and creation are questioned. 23

Martin Luther, John Calvin, Isaac Newton, and Immanuel Kant
Luther and Calvin reconsidered the relationship between the creator and creation.
They look back to Basil and Philoponos and draw on a Trinitarian model. At this time,
creation is viewed as non-contingent, allowing it to be studied in its scientific relationship
to the creator. Scientists, however, replace theologians as authorities on creation, and
Enlightenment thinkers returned to Greek dualism and overwhelmed the reformers as the
main source for an understanding of the world.
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The marginalization of the doctrine of creation continued through the nineteenthcentury. Frederich Schleiermacher, under the influence of Kant, returned to a form of
Platonism whereby the world exists in a timeless dependence on God. 33 While he tried to
avoid the Deistic machine metaphor, he developed his theological positions about the
world through the notion of human experience. 34 This resulted in absolute dependence,
which was close to mechanism, and some would say pantheism. 35 He noted that creation
is reduced to a form of providence that operates timelessly.
Karl Barth re-engaged with the doctrine of creation. 36 Although he did not deal
with the question of science, his reading of Irenaeus helped his attempt to re-integrate the
doctrine of creation with the doctrine of redemption. According to Barth, God's relations
with the world are determined by His covenant of love, which creates a world out of
nothing where the covenant can be realized. Barth returned to patristic roots and asserted
that the doctrine of creation is not the result of philosophical speculation, but one of the
articles of the creed. 37
Other approaches to the doctrine of creation have been attempted by scientists of
various Christian beliefs. For example, Arthur Peacocke and John Polkinghorne view
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creation as the very basis for a doctrine of creation. 38 With the development of chaos
theory, string theory, and M theory, a flourishing debate and dialogue is emerging
between scientists and theologians and may move the doctrine of creation beyond the
"god of the gaps" approach. 39
Most recently, Colin Gunton has suggested that the creation, rather than a mere
given, should be seen "as a gift, to be cherished, perfected and returned."40 Gunton
rediscovers Irenaeus, the two-hand motif of Basil, and draws on Barth.
Gun ton suggests three ideas. First, the existence of the universe is distinct from,
but has a continuing dependence upon the creator. Second, the life, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ are at the centre of God's providential redemptive and
perfecting action in and towards the world. Third, the Holy Spirit was sent by God the
Father and enables the world to be restored and directed toward perfection through Jesus
Christ, the mediator of both creation and redemption.
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The Biblical Doctrine of Creation
Genesis describes creation in its first three chapters and Genesis is often the focus
of attention in science and religion discussions. A review of Scripture reveals, however,
that there are many other creation-related texts in the Bible. The Old Testament is not
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built on Genesis, but Genesis crystallizes other Old Testament texts in a different form. 42
For example, Psalms 104 and 139: 13-18 celebrate God's creation of the cosmos without
mentioning days or a human couple. In Job 38-39, God speaks out of a whirlwind and
celebrates His sovereignty over all He has made. The centrality of God in creation is
asserted in the Bible, but is not as prominent among the Greeks who placed constraints on
the divine. 43
Once the New Testament canon was formed, the church viewed the Old
Testament through the lens of the New Testament, and this influenced the church's
understanding of creation. A theology of creation is more prominent in the New
Testament than is often recognized, even though there is no specific creation story.
Hebrew 11 :3 describes creation as a result of "the word of God" who made something
from that which does "not appear," and Revelation 4: 11 asserts that God "created all
things, and by His will they existed and were created." Hebrews 1:2 and Revelation 10:6
confirm these assertions.
John 1: 1-3 celebrates Jesus as the agent or mediator of creation, the one through
whom the Father created and upholds the universe. Colossians 1: 15-17 describes Jesus as
the first-the one through whom "all things in the cosmos were created," and the one
who holds all things together.
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The doctrine of creation is implicit in Romans 4: 17. Paul wrote about Abraham as
the "father of many nations" and refers to God as the "one (who) calls into existence the
things that do not exist." In raising Jesus from the dead, God demonstrates His lordship
over the created order and asserts God's freedom and sovereignty described in the Old
Testament.
The work of the Spirit in creation is less prominent in the New Testament than the
Old, but it is implicit in crucial respects. For example, Paul claims in Romans 8: 11 that
the Spirit raised Jesus from the dead, and the Spirit is mentioned in its role of
transforming creation later in the chapter. Luke's gospel asserts that the Holy Spirit
formed Jesus in Mary's womb as an act of divine creation.

The Greeks' Notions of Creation
Greek preoccupation with necessity differs from the Bible's concept of
sovereignty. 44 For example Homer and Hesiod referred to two sets of forces: gods and
goddesses who compete for influence and power, through impersonal forces such as
chance, necessity, and fate. Greek philosophy never freed itself from dependence on the
notion of necessity, and this includes Plato who is often seen as very close to the
Christian view. Plato was not a static thinker, and his concepts evolved and changed.
Two key features of his writing helped shape Christian theology.
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First is the concept of forms discussed in the Republic. 45 This notion suggests
there are sets of eternal realities, discerned by the mind, which are incorporated in the
material things human perceive with their senses. These forms comprise the world of
being, which is unchanging, eternal, and beyond the material. 46 Against them is the world
of material things, which cannot be objects of final knowledge because they change and
disintegrate.
Plato is dualistic because he divides the world into two orders of being: the
material or sensible versus the ideal or intelligible. In Plato's view, the ideal is real and
the material is a shadow of the ideal. Neo-Platonist took this concept further and suggest
the notion of degrees of being that views reality as a hierarchy, with pure matter at the
bottom and pure form at the top. The potential for intellectual clashes on the nature of
matter result from these concepts. For example, Plonitus, a Neo-Platonist asserts that
matter is evil and becomes good only when informed by the higher realities. 47 Contrary to
Plonitus, Genesis states that all things God created are good (Gen. 1:31).
In Timaeus, Plato reduces this tension where he asserts the created order is good,
but its maker is limited by necessity. 48 God is the demiourgos, a workman in the weak
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sense of the word, and the demiourgos does not create but forms that which is already
created.

The Christian Doctrine of Creation
The Christian doctrine of creation is distinctive because it views creation: (a) as an article
of creed, i.e. not self-evident, (b) as created out of nothing, and (c) as the work of the
Trinity. 49 Colin Gunton draws on Karl Barth's work on Irenaeus and suggests possible
doctrine of creation key features: 50
1. "Creating out of nothing" reveals that God needs nothing outside Himself, and
creation is an act of God's personal, sovereign freedom. This suggests the universe,
unlike God, is not eternal and has a beginning and end. This contradicts almost every
cosmology that other faiths and cultures have produced. The Bible stresses the
sovereignty of God, which is demonstrated in Christ's resurrection, and to attribute
eternity to anything other than God assumes those things are divine.
2. Creation has a purpose because it was done out of love and has a divinely
ordained goal. It was created for its own sake and not because God needs it. The doctrine
of the Trinity asserts that God exists in advance of creation as three persons in loving
relationship, so God was not contingent or dependent on creation. Whilst the universe is
the product of God's love, its creation not a necessary and dependent outcome.

49

Gunton details these as seven distinctives of the Christian doctrine of creation in much more
detail in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, 142-143.
50

These are summarized in Gunton, The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, 141-144.

37
3. Creation derives from the Trinity's actions and interacts closely with God, but
is free to be itself. The two hands motif, suggested by Iraneus demonstrates that creation
is the work of God the Spirit. The world relates to God the Father through Jesus, and God
enables creation to and move toward completion, as God intended. Basil of Caesarea saw
the Holy Spirit as the perfecting cause of creation with an eschatology because creation
has a destination.
4. There is a forward-looking aspect to providence and redemption, how God
meets the needs of creation, and enables it to achieve its divinely determined destination.
The two hands concept shows how the Trinitarian God, through the Spirit and Son, is
involved in the world and cosmos. God works in and towards creation to reconnect
humans to Himself and in His likeness, and the incarnation is at the centre of this process.
The incarnation is the centerpiece of the doctrine of creation,
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and this relationship to

creation demonstrates the close connection between conservation, preservation,
providence and redemption.
5. Greek philosophy traced the origin of evil to matter; early Christian theology
did not because it saw the universe as created good, with an end in view, and a purpose
for the creation. Within the Christian context evil becomes that which corrupts creation
and prevents it from fulfilling its purpose and end. Evil, therefore, is parasitical or
extraneous, but not intrinsic to creation.
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In the Christian context, the Fall is the explanation of the subversion of the
created order.
[Evil' s] existence means that creations purpose can only be achieved by its
redirection from within by the creator himself. Here we encounter the
centrality of Christo logy and Pneumatology. Given the all-polluting natme
of evil and its centre in human sin, redemption can only be achieved by
the action of the one through whom the world was created. 52
The incarnation of Christ, and His death and resurrection by the Creator Spirit provides
creation redemption hope and potential freedom. Ultimate redemption occurs at the end
of creation, when God takes creation to its purposed end.
6. The discussion of these issues draws attention to humankind's role in the
theology of creation. Genesis 1:26-27 links humanity's ability to reason and exercise
freedom to the creator and His image. In the Christian framework, the whole person
exists in relationship to the creator and the creation reflects the image of the creator.
Human creation cannot be understood apart from Christology, and Christ's role as
a human being is placed within that doctrine. Genesis demonstrates that humanity is the
culmination of creation (Gen. 1:29-30), and is responsible for the ongoing shape creation
takes. Jesus is the true image of God and humanity takes its intended shape through Him.
7. Ethical issues surface in human activities that involve the doctrine of creation
and the relationship of creation to being: sex, abortion, genetic engineering, cloning, war,
and environmental issues. Since God seeks the redemption and perfection of creation, all
human activity involves God and raises ethical questions.
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Salvation, Spiritual Formation,
and the Connection to Emerging Culture

The author of this paper believes that for the modern evangelical church
redemption is about removal from the world, and to become like Christ is to become
more divine (as shown in the modern churches doctrine of creation, outlined earlier in
this paper). This platonic, overly dualistic doctrine of creation results in the evangelical
viewpoint which asserts that Christians are saved out of the world, and their goal is
salvation from a fallen creation that will be destroyed. The new creation is heaven where
saved Christians go. There is little or no integration with the world and created order and
little focus on issues such as ecology, social action, and war and peace. In the evangelical
substitutionary atonement, Christians are cut adrift from creation and Christ need come
only on Good Friday and rise from the dead on Easter Sunday.
For the evangelical, spiritual formation is an issue of piety, holiness, and
becoming more like Christ. This leads the modern church to its "Jesus is my friend" style
of worship. At the same time, the consumerist trajectory of contemporary culture
influences postmodernity and modernity. The concentration on the individual is
supported by the individualistic character of the evangelical doctrine of salvation, and its
goal of separation from the world and sinners. The evangelical church becomes a
collection of individuals without a holistic, cosmos-affirming mindset. If church is
focused on individual salvation and one's place in heaven, the church becomes secondary
to personal needs and narcissism.
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In its crudest form, the creation-fall-redemption motif encapsulated these
concepts. God made the world; humans fell and need salvation or redemption to a higher
order of being. In this model, human beings can have an otherworldly spiritual
experience and an alternative perfect place. Salvation is about getting back on track and
reaching a destination. Why be distracted with discipleship, character transformation,
attending to human nature, when the destination is assured? The author of this paper
believes this doctrine of salvation leaves nothing to be done; it is all done by God. There
is no reason to learn and grow.
The author of this paper believes that postmodern culture intuits this theology as
shallow, self seeking, and de-humanizing. Community is vital in postmodern culture,53
but the church proclaims a gospel message of hyper-individualism, where community is
not integral to epistemology. The result is that this Christian approach is often dehumanizing. For those hungry for connection to community and God, and who seek a
whole-of-life alternative basis for living, the modernity gospel of hyper-individualization
is unappealing.
The doctrine of creation articulated by Ireneaus and developed by Barth and
Gunton focuses on creation-incarnation-recreation. God made the world, people sin and
require salvation, and creation is a project with a destination which it has not reached.
God calls His creation toward the future and eschatologically draws it back toward its
intended goal. "Redemption or salvation is that divine action which returns the creation to
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its proper direction, its orientation to its eschatological destiny, which is to be perfected
in due course of time by God's enabling it to be that which it was created to be." 54
The incarnation is the culmination of the Trinitarian God's work in the world,
through the two hands of the Son and the Spirit. The incarnation is the ultimate
identification with God's creation, and Jesus is the second Adam, fully human and fully
divine (1 Cor. 15:22, 45-48). Christ is the second Adam who brings creation and
humanity back on track and reconnects them to God. Salvation is about becoming more
human in God's image, participating in the creation project as an ecological and ethical
reconnection. 55
Sin management becomes not about being divine, but about being fully human,
and overcoming the effects, power, and patterns of sin through dependence on the Holy
Spirit. 56 Many evangelicals believe Christ overcame sin through His divinity. He
overcame sin, instead, through total reliance on the Holy Spirit working in and through
His life to connect God and the world. 57 The created order with its goodness, and human
nature, and flesh is essential to salvation and redemption. Christ demonstrated what being
human can be and how to live authentically. 58 Christians with God affirm and engage the
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world as gardeners in a creation project. Heaven is not "pie in the sky" after death; but is
the present creation that longs and groans (Rom. 8: 19-25), and will be perfected by the
Holy Spirit with believers' participation. Instead of a perfect creation that fell and should
be abandoned Christians can understand that God's creation is good and has the potential
to become better.
The modern church missed the process that Luther and Calvin began, in
recoru1ecting redemption to the doctrine of creation. 59 The modern church's obsession
with penal substitution as its transactional center could re-image and rediscover its
connection to creation and humanity. As a result, Christianity could become a world and
life-affirming faith that proclaims all are spiritual beings and can have fully human
experiences through Christ. The church can recover a gospel message that "concerns the
relation of Christian faith to 'the natural', all the ordinary elements of human existence
(material, social, cultural, economic, moral and so on) which ... make up a great deal of
daily life. "60
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CHAPTER3
SPIRITUAL FORMATION IN THE EMERGING CHURCH

A Description of Healthy Growth
Paul writes that Christians are "to grow up in every way into him who is the head,
into Christ" (Eph 4: 15). This chapter describes Christian growth, the growth process, and
what healthy growth looks like. It describes Christian transformation into Christ-likeness.
The term spiritual formation describes the process and stages through which believers
become more like Christ and grow in the Christian faith. Spiritual formation is an integral
element of this paper's thesis that genuine church renewal is possible when built on
biblical principles and deep theological reflection rather than simply repackaging church
activities. The chapter focuses on how the Christian content of faith is appropriated for
spiritual growth and development. This paper uses James Fowler's work to understand
and access healthy, spiritual growth as described in Faith Development and Pastoral
Care 1 and Faithful Change. 2 Fowler suggests that "patterns of struggle, growth, and
change . . . characterize human beings in the process of becoming aware, conscious, and
increasingly responsive and responsible selves, as partners with
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God. " 3 When this process is identified, it is possible to ask: (1) if current methods
facilitate spiritual formation, (2) if the methods are inadequate, and what strategies are
more effective, and (3) what curriculum promotes spiritual formation?
Fowler describes features of healthy Christian growth in the context of Christian
theology and postmodern challenges to growth. Fowler focuses on the process of
Christian growth, not on the contents of faith. His emphasis harmonizes with the purpose
of this paper in both research and method. He worked extensively with Alan Jamieson.
Jamieson provides evidence from interviews with Christians that support Fowler's faith
stage process and how the modern church does not facilitate individual spiritual growth. 4
Jamieson examines why many Christians leave the church and concludes that churches
do not provide adequate spiritual formation methodologies for Christians in the
postmodern context.

James Fowler: Person and Publications
Fowler is a theologian, ethicist, and developmental psychologist who developed
and combined Christian thought and psychological developmental theory. The roots of
Fowler's thinking can be traced to the psychological and educational work in Piaget's
Cognitive Structural Development Theory, Erikson's Stages of Life Theory, and
Kohlberg's Moral Development Theory. 5
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The field of faith development was a relatively new concept in the study of the
psychology of religion when Fowler began writing in 1981. While spiritual formation
was not a new concept in Judeo-Christian thinking, the integration of theology with
psychology was largely undeveloped.

Fowler's Stages of Growth
Drawing on the earlier work of Lawrence Kohlberg, 6 Fowler presents the
development of faith in six stages: intuitive-projective faith, mythic-literal faith,
synthetic-conventional faith, individuative-reflective faith, conjunctive faith, and
universalising faith. Fowler's faith stage theory details the process people go through
psychologically and spiritually as they move through each stage.
The first three stages in Fowler's model are based largely on a child's evolving
cognitive abilities, which correspond to the first three stages of Piaget's theory
(sensorimotor, preoperational, and concrete operational). 7 During these stages, a child's
faith is determined largely by its immediate circumstances and peer/parental
relationships. Stage three, which Fowler calls synthetic-conventional faith, represents a
critical stage in faith development.
With the arrival of adolescence, the young person uses logic and hypothetical
thinking to construct and evaluate existing and new ideas. Many people, however, choose
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to conform to others' beliefs, including peers and influential adults. Fowler writes: "At
stage three a person has an 'ideology,' a more or less consistent clustering of values and
beliefs, but he or she has not objectified it for examination and in a sense is unaware of
having it." 8 Fowler's research reveals that 25 percent of adults age twenty-one or older in
his survey sample were classified at stage three or lower. 9
The key indicators of stage four faith development, individuative-reflective faith,
is the formation of independent beliefs and ideas based on critical reflection that are
different from the views of the significant others who were extremely important in the
previous stage. Fowler explains stage four as the stage that "typically translates symbols
into conceptual meanings. This is a 'demythologizing' stage." 10
Fowler continues: "[F]ew people ever reach Stage five ... without first suffering
major life tragedies or defeats. "The oppressed," Fowler writes, "get to Stage five before
the comfortable. " 11 Fowler calls stage conjunctive faith, whereby "one is alive to
paradox. One understands that truth has many dimensions which have to be held together
in paradoxical tension." 12
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The Limitations of Fowler's Theory
Fowler's theory has several limitations, which he acknowledges. One critique is
that his faith stage development requires an individual to be completely at one stage or
another. In fact, one reality of postmodern life is that people are at many different stages
of their lives at the same time. Fowler has acknowledged this as a shortfall of his research
and is currently reworking his theory about this issue. 13 Fowler cautions that his
descriptions of stages are "still shots" in a complex and dynamic process. 14 In other
words this development is not a straight-forward, linear process, and he suggests the
stages are not concrete or absolute.
In addition, in whatever stage a person might be, it is not pejorative, and it does
not measure the worth of an individual. Fowler states, "In no way will we be suggesting
that a person characterized by one of the less developed stages is any less a person than
one described by a more developed stage." 15 The stages of development are not used to
measure someone's soteriology (status of salvation), only their growth in faith.

Conversion and Development
Fowler believes spiritual formation occurs through two processes: conversion and
development, and he calls these two processes the "dance of faith development in our
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lives." 16 Fowler defines conversion as "a significant recentering of one's previous
conscious or unconscious images of value and power, and the conscious adoption of a
new set of master stories in the commitment to reshape one's life in a new community of
interpretation and action. " 17 He distinguishes between conversion and subsequent
spiritual formation and Christian growth. For Fowler conversion is not just the orientation
of life towards Christ, it also encapsulates the ongoing process of the "contents" of faith.
Every time an individual learns new content and believes it, a conversion experience
occurs. This compares with his faith stage development, which deals with the operations
of faith: knowing, valuing, and committing.
Fowler believes the purpose of faith development is not to have everyone arrive at
the terminus of faith because people can experience deep fulfillment wherever they are
located in their faith development.

18

Instead, Fowler describes the goal of faith

development as the growth potential that occurs as an individual moves from stage to
stage. "Each new level affords enriched possibilities for knowledge of self and for
intimacy with others and with God." 19
The author of this paper believes that spiritual formation occurs as people become
aware of these stages, and the church's role is to facilitate their growth and movement
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from stage to stage. The next section of this chapter reviews current models of spiritual
formation in the church and asks if the models aid Christians in the conversion and
development stages of growth Fowler suggests.

Do Current Models Facilitate Faith Stage Growth?
The next section uses the research of Brett Webb-Mitchell into the learning
practices of churches to assess whether current models of church education assist faith
stage growth.

Overview of Current Growth Practices
Brett Webb-Mitchell provides a model for the assessment of current church
practices. 20 He writes that modern churches use an educational system, which is cognition
based, almost to the exclusion of any other system or model. This produces individual
Christian growth that is limited and inadequate in the postmodern environment.
Based on his analysis, Webb-Mitchell concludes that contemporary church
educational mythology is based on two processes: socialization/enculturation and
intentional/cognitive. 21 In the socialization model, Christian education is understood as
education-as-entertainment. 22 While recognizing that Christians need to be in a context
where relationships and social culture support their beliefs and growth, churches often
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adopt a consumer culture notion that Christian growth is based on "what is most pleasing,
emotionally speaking, to the learner. "23
The intentional/cognitive approach is based on knowledge and facts that are
transmitted to the learner over short periods of time. Thom and Joani Schulz evaluated
this educational approach and process and conclude that the technique may cripple
learning results. 24 "Whilst reading, listening to lectures, studying, and memorizing have
their worthy places in education in general, such approaches may ultimately fail because
they do not create a connection with the rest of one's life."25
The result of the socialization/enculturation and intentional cognitive models,
according to Webb-Mitchell, is growth based on selfish learning, and intellectual
enlightenment is the goal of educational technique. As a result Christians cannot develop
patterns of life that are connected to each other and the world around them. WebbMitchell suggests, "Little is needed from others in communities-such as the church-in
this pursuit of knowledge."26 The author of this paper believes the church's use of the
cognitive model, identified by Webb-Mitchell, causes congregants to remain at Fowler's
synthetic-conventional, stage three level of growth.
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Applying Webb-Mitchell to
Fowler's Synthetic-Conventional Stage
The author of this paper believes the limitations of the cognitive model which
Webb-Mitchell reports is used in the church, can be linked to Fowler's faith stage model.
Fowler's model of pilgrimage catechesis provides opportunity to move beyond the
cognitive approach to facilitate Fowler's faith stage model. Webb-Mitchell defines
pilgrim catechesis, as a process that "literally re-sound ... echo, or
... hand down, implying gestures of speaking, hearing, and physically handing down the
traditions of the church. "27 This holistic educational process can be used by the church
and "harks back to an ancient understanding of catechesis for the entire pilgrimage of our
life in the body of Christ. " 28
Fowler uses the term "synthetic-conventional." He defines "synthetic" as the level
an individual attempts to draw together disparate elements of his or her life into an
integrated identity. His use of "conventional" indicates that the values and beliefs
individuals hold are derived from a group of significant others and for the most part are
accepted examination. 29 At this stage, individuals are very sensitive to the opinions of
others, particularly their peers. This connects directly with Webb-Mitchell's socialization
model in which an individual's self-awareness is not strong enough to construct a
perspective independent of other persons' opinions. According to Webb-Mitchell, "the
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significant danger of this stage ... is that the expectations and beliefs of others can be so
deeply internalized that later autonomy of judgment and action can be jeopardized."30
Individuals at this stage are so strongly directed by others' opinions that they may not
break free from those opinions and make decisions and growth based on their own selfawareness.
According to Fowier, when conflict of beliefs, opinions, and experiences arise,
the individuals at this stage employ two strategies. Fowler calls the first strategy
"compartmentalizing." Individuals behave as they believe appropriate with one group
and act differently with another. An example is a Christian's behavior at work or school
which is inconsistent with the beliefs and practices exhibited at church.
The second strategy Fowler describes as a "hierarchy of authorities," whereby the
expectations and authority of one group is seen as primary and others must fall below the
expectations. 31 In the church, Fowler describes people at this stage as "looking for a
relationship with God and with the important persons of their lives in which they feel that
they are living up to the expectations these important others have of them. "32 In this
stage, an individual's relationship with God is filtered through relationships with others,
and this accurately describes the dynamics at work in many modern churches. The author
of this paper believes many modern churches operate at the synthetic-conventional stage,
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which provides strong socialization and information compartmentalization due to the
cognitive educational approach based on a hierarchy of authority.
An individual can move on from stage three to the next stage. The progress
requires that an individual experience a "breakdown" of the current model, whereby the
individual realizes the current strategies no longer work effectively. Fowler describes the
breakdown process as one of contradiction and reflection:
The factors that contribute to the breakdown of a Synthetic-Conventional stage
may include: serious clashes or contradictions between valued authority sources; marked
changes by officially sanctioned leaders, or policies or practices previously deemed
sacred and unbreachable, or the encounter with experiences or perspectives that lead to
critical reflection on how one's beliefs and values have formed and changed, and on how
relative they are to one's particular group or background. 33
Fowler describes this as a process where: "There must be a shift in the sense of
the grounding and orientation of the self " 34 This takes place when the definition of self,
which has been derived from relationships and roles, develops into the self differentiated
from these people and roles. "There must be an objectification and critical choosing of
one's beliefs, values, and commitments, which come to be taken as a systemic unity." 35
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movement from stage three to stage four involves an awareness of one's own
psychological condition and situation. It seems reasonable, therefore, that psychodynamic
tools can be used to help people develop self-awareness. Psychodynamics refers to the
science of mental forces and motivations that influence human behavior and mental
activity; it analyzes the role of unconscious and conscious motivation in the causation of
human behavior.
Psychodynamics is an evolving multi-disciplinary field, which analyzes
and studies human thought process, response patterns, and influences.
Research in the field is providing insights which can be applied in a
number of ways, including: 1) Understanding and anticipating the range of
specific conscious and unconscious responses to specific sensory inputs
(e.g.: images, colors, textures, sounds, etc.); 2) Utilizing the
communicative nature of movement and primal physiological gestures to
affect specific mind-body states; 3) Understanding and utilizing the
capacity for the mind and senses to directly affect physiological response
and biological change. 39
Psychodynamic tools might include self-assessments such as the Myers Briggs Type
Indicator, 40 the Enneagram, 41 DISC 42 test, or guided work with a trained professional
with tools, therapy, and analysis.
The tools are cognitive style inventories, and they help people assess, reflect, and
develop their self-awareness. Many churches can use these and similar tools for spiritual
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formation, and emotional intelligence development. As people understand the nature and
process of healthy growth, they may experience such growth. 43

Preferred Learning Styles
Preferred learning styles takes into account the plurality of intelligences, spaces,
styles, modes, and places people learn. It includes three concepts and areas of focus:
Space: Joseph Myers demonstrates that people connect, belong, and form
relationships in four key spaces: public, social, private, and intimate. Any effort to
encourage growth in faith stage development must include these fours spaces.
Mediums: This area includes classroom teaching, books, one on one coaching,
mentoring, listening, and physical movement. People can identify the style most effective
for their learning process. For example, some people learn through lectures, others need
conversation and dialogue.
Time: The contemporary culture teaches few time management skills, but also
offers many conflicting options and choices. It is important to understand and use
effective time management techniques44 including the nature and spirituality of time. 45
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This assertion would warrant much further study and investigation in it's own right, but is
beyond the scope of this paper.

Socialization
Webb-Mitchell and Fowler describe the necessity and power peer groups have on
the growth of individuals. It is vital, therefore, that people wishing to grow form
supportive relationships with others who also seek growth because relational experiences
and sub-cultures support the growth process. For example, Fowler writes about the
egotistical danger of the individual stage, which can be avoided through accountability
with supportive peers.
Rodney Clapp has also asserted that Christians cannot grow unless they are
supported by their sub-culture. 46 He warns, however, that this subculture can also inhibit
growth when the person wishes to grow beyond the stage of the peer group.

Doubt-Questioning
Using Fowler's model, Jamieson suggests that growth includes the understanding
that doubt and uncertainty are necessary and vital. 47 This paper argues that the syntheticconventional structure of the modern church restrains the elements necessary for spiritual
growth. Instead, in the modern church certainty is espoused as a sign of faith and
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maturity. 48 According to Fowler and Jamieson, churches can become places where doubt,
mystery, pain, and uncertainty are accepted and contribute to growth and exploration.
This is a key theological issue that deserves attention. In The Cost of Certainty, Jeremy
Young explores how psychological growth and maturity are inhibited by an environment
that avoids honest, open questioning explores in detail how psychological growth and
maturity is inhibited by lack of an environment of honest and open questioning. 49
Psychodynamic tools, preferred learning styles, socialization, and doubtquestioning have been identified as key areas for a holistic approach to growth. The next
section examines how these factors might play in the life of a church. How does the
holistic approach compare with the current linear, cognitive models of the church? How
might these factors be organized and programmed into the life of the church? The next
section offers suggestions for this new church organization.

The Faith Stage Growth Habitat and Curriculum
The modern church uses cognitive learning methods that result in people staying
at stage three of Fowler's growth model. The author of this paper believes a holistic
approach enables people to progress beyond stage three. This movement is essential, and
when combined with biblical principles and theological reflection, church renewal is
possible in the postmodern era. If the current modern church growth is likened to
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building a wall of knowledge, the metaphor for the postmodern context is a web. The
web, and the use of the internet, has been embraced as a learning model in most
.

.

organizations.

50

A web has nodes of connection. Growth takes place by movement between nodes,
and nodes have multiple connections to one another unlike a wall. A wall is monolithic,
stable, and unmoving, but certain. A web, on the other hand, is fragile, able to flex, move,
and allows multiple location sites.

Nodes
Rather than a typical ten-week discipleship course based on a cognitive learning
model, the web model employs nodes that include spaces and times. This includes
intentional learning courses/spaces, and spontaneous relational places for food,
discussion, and relational experiences in formal and informal places. Participants connect
at these nodes in two ways. First, they connect by choice, when they decided to connect.
Second, they meet accidentally in nodes in the manner of a spider's web, during their
interactions. As a result, their development and learning are intentional and unconscious.
To avoid people staying in comfortable places, they are challenged to move out
and interact with others. Steven Covey's work confirms the notion that individuals grow
best when they focus on their strengths and weaknesses. In a church, this is as simple as
helping people decide to pursue growth through a technique they prefer such as

°For several examples of this see Schultz and Schultz, Why Nobody Learns Much ofAnything at
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Church.
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conversations with a coach, and then pursue those they find difficult, such as personal,
private reading and study.

Habitat
In modern church programming, the church is viewed as a machine programmed
to produce desired outcome(s). A review of the literature raises the question: "Is this a
healthy environment?" This paper suggests the church move away from programming
and recovers habitats that are natural for Christian growth and development.
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The concept of the church as habitat promotes the church as a place where
individuals and groups interact, live, and grow. This requires the inclusion of many
environmental factors and elements that cause growth. This compares to conventional
programming where a system repeats tasks whether or not the programming produces
growth. There are huge possibilities for research into this concept that warrant further
upacking, which is beyond the scope of this paper. 52

Curriculum Examples from Vineyard Church, Sutton

Journey
This was an intentional discussion group for Christians and people wanting to find
out about the Christian faith. Rather than a cognitive approach like alpha, we used the
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idea from 'Socrates Cafe', 53 of allowing people to ask the questions and offer answers
themselves. In practice this meant meeting with 50 people in the function room of a pub
for one night a few weeks in a row.
At the start of one evening, we put people into groups of ten and asked each group
to come up with the most difficult questions they could think of about Christianity. Then,
rather than offer the correct answers to these questions, we asked each group to take one
question and try to answer them themselves.
My role in this situation was to act as a commentator, offering input from
Christian history and doctrine. At no time did I assert "you must believe this" or "this is
the truth," rather I offered multiple answers that the church might have and the one with
which one I was most comfortable.
This was a deliberate stage 4 type of questioning and faith stage modeling.

DISC - Elders Retreat
We took our eldership team away for a weekend that included food, relaxing,
games and relational learning. We also had a consultant come in and spend a day with us,
using the DISC analysis to help us understand each other and look at how we deal with
conflict as a team.
This was a wonderful experience of developing our emotional intelligence,
acknowledging each others' diversity, and working together to mature in handling issues.
53

Christopher Phillips, Socrates Cafde: A Fresh Taste of Philosophy (New York: W.W. Norton,
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Red Button
This was an eight-week course on Monday nights that had about 50 people in
attendance. It focused on various aspects of emotional intelligence including anger,
grief, 54 boundaries, 55transactional analysis, and life stages. 56 Most of the evening was
spent receiving input from a trainer and then in interactive work on issues people face.
A great deal of this program comes out of the premises from Emotional

Intelligence by Daniel Goleman. 57

EPIC
Using the idea of EPIC (Experiential, Participatory, Image Driven, and
Connected) from Len Sweet, 58 we have modified our Sunday service considerably.
We now have a media-arts team that produces video, reflections, interactions, and
activities around the theme we are exploring each Sunday. My talks have changed to a
more interactive approach whereby I act as commentator and facilitator and we read a
passage together and ask people to share what they think, see, and hear in the passage. I
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act as a summarizer and give commentary and suggested application. The work of Edwin
Schlossberg was also very influential upon my development here. 59

God@Work
We have started a group for people who want to explore how they can develop
their faith at work. This is not about "witnessing" but about helping explore what they are
called to, what they are good at, how they can have impact at work, support their
colleagues, and help their companies.

Creative Arts
We have gathered a group of people from our church community who are
exploring the creative arts. They use creative arts to explore understanding the spirituality
of their interests, train and develop their skills, and applying them to their lives, our
community, and our church. Our hope is that our church will be known as a place to
connect to explore the creative and artistic.

Hospitality and Discussion
We have existing small groups, composed of people of different ages in multiple
locations who seek to meet weekly and who invite friends, neighbors, and people new to
our church into their community life. These groups focus on eating, relaxing together,
and talking honestly and openly about life. We have developed a culture where questions
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Socials
We have parties, discos, music nights, X-Box LAN games nights, potlucks,
bowling matches, and theatre nights. People in our community "do life" together and
invite their friends and family. There is no desire to bait and switch; we do not use the
opportunities to share propositional messages. We encourage our church members to
have fully orbed lives and to include their friends. Joe Myers Search to Belong6 3 has been
instrumental in us seeing these spaces as places people connect and belong to our
community outside of more formal church places like Sunday services.

Rule of Faith
Using the Benedictine Rule of Faith, 64 we have explored what it means to live a
more intentional and disciplined life with daily prayers, and closer to each other. We are
exploring the possibility of some of us living in community for short periods to help
people to grow. We have also found the Benedictine approach to faith and work very
applicable to our lifestyles.
We have also been exploring what Jonathan Wilson describes as "new
monasticis" 65 to develop faith in a fragmented society.
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QUEST
QUEST is an acronym for Questioning, Understanding, Exploring, Seeking and
Teaching. 66 Quest is a program we are about to introduce, the format of which is based
around the questions people submit. In other words a leaner centered space and
opportunity for Christians to grow through the submission of questions.
It will include discussion and learning together, and is not about trying to give

correct answers, but to help each other express doubts, ask questions safely, and grow in
understanding of Christianity together. People are able to submit questions by e-mail,
online web submission, post, phone, text messages, and in person. I will act as
commentator and facilitator for these discussions and learning times. We hope that it will
be a space to find peace, God's presence, and comfort.
This is an example of a course for learning about the Christian faith in a nonpropositional, learner-centered, non-dogmatic, question-based process to facilitate faith
stage development.

Conclusion

This paper uses Fowler's faith stage model to define healthy spiritual growth.
Webb-Mitchell asserts that the modern church uses a cognitive, fact based learning model
that inhibits growth beyond Fowler's stage three. To move beyond stage three, people
need to deconstruct their faith using doubts and questions, as opposed to modern
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churches that focus on building faith through notions of certainty. In the postmodern
context, doubts and questions are the fabric of everyday life. People seek life-long
learning and are reluctant to hold unquestioned, unchallenged beliefs. The postmodern
cultural context provides opportunities to nurture the growth process, but modern
churches resist this cultural change and reality.
As churches incorporate learning processes other than the cognitive model, and
become spaces where people can question and doubt in multiple spaces and styles,
opportunity for growth exists in the church. This chapter identified several factors of a
holistic growth process and described how these elements can help people grow toward
more advanced stages in Fowler's model. The church served by the author of this paper
has experimented with this approach, and the growth in numbers and depth of faith by
church members confirms its validity.
Having shown the need for theological reflection, and suggested a theology that is
key to church renewal in our emerging culture, and then in this chapter a sociological
model that enables that theology to be incarnated with genuine renewal and Christian
growth, I will now apply this learning in my next chapter to the issue of preaching and
teaching.
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John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee proclaiming the good news of God" (Mark
1: 14). "When they found him, they said to him, 'Everyone is searching for you.' He
answered, 'Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message
there also; for that is what I came to do'" (Mark 1:37-28).
The Greek words that describe Jesus' manner of speaking include: kerusso "to
proclaim," aggello "to announce," euaggelizo "to bring good news," propheteuo "to
prophecy," and didasko "to teach." 4 The New Testament refers to preaching in many
different ways. Sidney Gredidanus writes: "The New Testament uses as many as thirty
three different verbs to describe what we usually cover with the single word preaching. " 5
Paul describes his role as primarily a preacher, "For Christ did not send me to
baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of
Christ might not be emptied of its power" ( 1 Cor I : I 7). Paul's preaching is different from
that of Jesus, and it is most often delivered in the context of a church worship service or
in letters to churches. His preaching is, according to Paul Scott Wilson, "Primarily
centered in conceptual argument, not narratives which dominate the Jesus tradition. "6 A
detailed study of Paul's preaching by Roland Allen in 1912 demonstrates the contextual
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nature of Paul's preaching and how far removed it is from the classical sermon
stereotypes attributed to Paul. 7
C. H. Dodd makes sense of the multiple methods of preaching by suggesting:
"Teaching (didaskein) is in a large majority of cases ethical instruction .... Preaching, on
the other hand, is public proclamation of Christianity to a non-Christian world. " 8 This has
led to a debate in homiletics on the distinction between kerygma and didache. Kerygma is
the proclamation or announcement of faith to those who do not yet believe, while didache
is seen as something that follows kerygma. In other words, kerygma leads someone to
faith, while the examination and catechism of faith is didache. 9

The Early Church and the Middle Ages
Key figures from the early church history are examples of preachers and include
Origen, Jerome, John Chrysostom, and Augustine. 10 Until A.D. 529 and the Second
Council of Vaison, only bishops were allowed to preach. 12 Partly due to the Second
Council of Vaison, preaching was elevated to a new position of prominence. At this
council, priests were given permission to preach, and in the absence of a priest, a deacon
was allowed to read a sermon from one of the church fathers.
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The minister of the church validly discharges the office of teaching (a) by
accurately investigating the true meaning of the divine Word, through
legitimate methods of interpretation, but surely exegeting and clearly
expounding the Word, and (b) by fittingly applying the Word as thus
expounded for purposes of instruction, reproof, education, edification and
consolation. 23
Words like persuasion and transmission of a sermon's message are the foundation of
preaching that seek to convince, inform, explain, and persuade people of something to
which they give intellectual ascent. 24 This understanding of preaching has problems and
can be challenged in several areas: epistemology, content, language, and format.
Epistemology
Preaching, in which the preacher transmits truths to which people give intellectual
ascent, is based upon the foundationalist25 epistemology of modernity. In the modern
world, where propositional knowledge was the basis for belief and reality, foundationalist
preaching was acceptable and an effective way to communicate with people. 26 This
philosophy of preaching is often called "biblical," but people in the postmodern world do
not form beliefs based on propositions. 27 No matter how much preachers believe this is a
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biblical method, postmodern people do not connect with it. This form of preaching is
based on the epistemology of the modern world, but its content, language, and form are
increasingly impenetrable to postmodern people.

Content
Based on the modernist epistemology, preaching has been understood as speaking
the truth. Sermon preparation is focused on finding the Bible's timeless truths, wrapping
them in rationalistic arguments, and communicating them to people who believe them. 28
This content-making and assent to propositions process has produced the historical
critical method of exegesis through which biblical texts are atomized and strip-mined for
their core, timeless truths. 29 The goal is to find the kerygma, truths that support the
Gospel message. The search for content within a rationalized Gospel is based on the
assumption that Christianity can be proved and explained, simply and clearly. Using this
approach, sermons can become repetitive, boring, and simplistic. The listeners of
sermons are neglected and faith is reduced to assent to propositions and ideas within the
modernist epistemology. Graham Johnston addresses this neglect of listeners in
Preaching to a Postmodern World: A Guide to Reaching Twenty-First Century Listeners:
Yet regard for the Scripture, which is Strength, may also promote a
weakness-a neglect of the listeners. Preachers may spend many hours
poring over the text, but little or no time considering the people who will
receive the message. A key element to Jesus preaching was the recognition
and involvement of the listener. 30
28
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A rediscovery of the value of scripture in preaching can involve the listener and move
away from this avoidable neglect.
Language
The content of preaching is directly linked to the language used in preaching. 31
Because the focus of modern preaching is on the transmission of truth to people who
need to understand it, language focuses on exact, precise expression. The assumption is
that if language is clear, congregations will grasp and receive the truth. Linguistic tools
such as metaphors and similes are allowed if they support the central idea of
propositional preaching. Karl Barth claims: "Nor can it be the task of preaching to
expound or present the truth of God aesthetically in the form of a picture, an impression,
or an aesthetic evocation of Jesus Christ. " 32 This argument reflects a belief that words can
convey truth precisely-a belief problematic to postmodern people who operate in a new
linguistic environment. In this new linguistic environment, words are not understood as
accurate conveyors of truth, but subjective means of communication with multiple
interpretations. 33 The timeless truths propositional preachers communicate are not
received and believed because the hearers are literally unable to hear what is said.
Preachers may as well be speaking a foreign language. Traditional preaching is based on
the premise that the word of God must be expounded with the tools of modern
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philosophy, and sermonic form, but this approach does not engage the listeners in the
emerging culture.

Format
Preaching is often constructed on three points built upon a Bible passage or
passages. Many points are actually used, however, and the structure of preaching takes on
a format similar to the foundationalist purpose, content and language, discussed earlier.
The result is that preaching occupies a considerable part of the church service as a
monologue and linear argument with points of reductionistic exegesis designed to lead
people to proof and intellectual conviction. Stuart Murray raises these questions about
monologue sermons:
How many monologue sermons do we need? How many can we digest
and act upon? What if we have one well-prepared sermon each month, and
spend four weeks reflecting together on its implications? Might we then
treat sermons far more seriously than we currently do and make more
creative use of our time?3 4
Thomson highlights the major problem with traditional sermons:
People may listen week by week to the best prepared sermons, given by
thoroughly sincere preachers, and yet make little progress in Christian
Discipleship. Some preachers blame the congregations for a lack of
expectancy that God will speak, for an inability to listen to a "solid
exposition," or even for disobedience to what they hear ... the problem
lies in the concept of preaching itself; preaching has become stereotyped
into sermons. 35
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Additional Issues

Another problem with the theory of preaching in the modern church is its focus on
answers. Catholics and Protestants assert that people have problems and preaching
provides answers. 36 The emerging culture's epistemology is suspicious of answers and
rejects proclamations of truth. In other words, preachers provide answers when questions
are not asked. Within the foundationalist system of preaching, the preacher is the
enlightened expert who expounds truths others must believe. The relationship is primarily
one of the knowledgeable person who teaches those who do not know the preacher's
truths.
Modern, propositional preaching assumes that a knowledge/wisdom/insight gap
exists between the preacher and the congregation. The postmodern, emerging culture
operates on a very different basis: one of relationship and connectedness. Since
Christianity is fundamentally about relationships and connectedness between people,
God, and His world and purposes, preaching can reflect that reality. As Stackhouse notes,
"Connectedness is our primary way of being in the world and particularly in the
church ... our approach to preaching is rooted in connectedness. " 37
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Summary of Traditional Preaching
Preaching in the modern church took the epistemology and linguistic tools of its
time and connected with people. 38 In the postmodern world, however, traditional
preaching is often seen as a dry, tedious monologue of propositions that provide answers
to questions people do not ask, using language and content people cannot connect to their
everyday realities. As described earlier, some writers have called for the abandonment of
preaching because they believe it does more harm than good. The position of this paper,
however, is that preaching must not be abandoned in the postmodern world. Preaching
and the church can be renewed based on biblical principles and deep theological
reflection. The church need not repackage church activities when it can instead respond
effectively to the postmodern world.

An Assessment of the Call to Abandon Preaching
There is nothing new in the call to abandon preaching. At the end of the
nineteenth century, Edwin Hatch suggested sermons had more in common with Greek
philosophy and rhetoric than biblical grounds. 39 In his 1977 book, The Mind Changers:
The Art of Christian Persuasion, E.M. Griffiths suggests that preaching move away from
persuasion by cognitive methods and embrace the notion that: "a person needs both
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direction (belief) and movement (emotion) to get to God. Belief alone is dry and sterile.
Emotion alone can be mere gushiness or sentimentality."40
David Norrington has become an ardent critic of preaching and is extremely
influential for those who seek to abandon it altogether. 41 The modern church has
responded to the critique with ambivalence and sought to adapt to changing culture by
changing its preaching approach. Ian Stackhouse42 identifies two streams of response in
the modern church, which are described in the next section: charismatic revival preaching
and relevant preaching.

Charismatic Revival Preaching
Revivalist and charismatic preaching has moved away from propositional,
cerebral traditional preaching and embraced the emotional and experiential. In the search
to find ways to hear God, the exposition of the Bible has fallen out of favor. Preaching in
these contexts has not been abandoned, but takes less of a central role and is often
supportive of the other elements of the church service. Worship experience and prophetic
words take center stage, and preaching acts as their support. This approach comes from a
desire to address some of the problems with traditional preaching described in this paper.
Revivalist and charismatic churches often use story and emotion in preaching as
tools for connectedness. This type of preaching is more reductionistic and seeks to bring
40
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people to one experience--conversion-in a revivalist context. The content of preaching
focuses on revival as leading people to obedience. The result, according to Stackhouse, is
that "revivalist preaching encourages a pietistic devotionalism devoid of historicity, and a
church culture driven by angst rather than by grace: in short, a loss of confidence
concerning the main drama of the gospel narrative." 43 The modern church model of
preaching atomized the Bible, and the process continues here with the biblical narrative
used in support of revival.

Relevant Preaching
Relevant preaching is another response to the problems of preaching. In this
response, preaching addresses the concerns of postmodern culture by making sermons
shorter, moving away from detailed biblical exegesis, using stories and linguistic tools of
metaphor and simile, and applying content to everyday life. This type of preaching
includes functional titles such as "How to Live a Life of Meaning" and "How to be a
Good Parent." The model of relevant sermons is a genuine attempt to renew preaching in
a changing culture. Stackhouse identifies this response as largely non-theological and
pragmatic, based on the notion: do whatever works to make the church more popular and
grow.44
The author of this paper contends that Norrington's desire to see preaching
abandoned has more in common with the drive for relevant preaching than a vigorous
43
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fundamentally re-imagined and re-purposed in the postmodern culture. If the modern
church's basis for preaching was the transmission of propositions and answers to hearers,
preaching in the postmodern context is something very different. The postmodern style
has unique characteristics described in this portion of the paper.

Dialogue and Conversation
In the postmodern environment, the church must move away from the role of the
preacher as the enlightened expert separated from the audience. Preaching must become a
process of connection and dialogue. Scripture is not something to be dissected by
monologue, but something discussed and reflected upon in communal conversation. Rose
writes: "Because I take the human-human conversations seriously, including those with
our deepest selves, I also take the divine-human conversations seriously, including those
with biblical texts .... in these conversations we are invited to not only listen, but also to
speak, question, and probe. " 46
The postmodern, biblical preaching technique invites congregants into
conversation; they are not objects or targets of the sermon. The act of preaching is not
focused on an individual with a monopoly on God's communication, who dispenses it to
individuals for their consumption. It is, rather, the realization that God is present in the
whole community and in the community's interaction and insights. Jeremy Thomson
argues that the Trinitarian nature of God, and an understanding of personhood rooted in
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the Trinity, means that individuals are called and invited into a dialogical interaction with
God and each other. Preaching can reflect this theological conviction.
Once this is acknowledged, preaching within the church must be
understood as facilitating the growth to maturity of all through the
communication of God's words, rather than as channeling of God's word
to the people through a single proclaimer. 47
In the emerging culture, the community has the opportunity and invitation into
conversation with and about Scripture.
Part of dialogue involves questions that arise in conversation. Whereas the
modern church had an epistemology based upon foundationalism, reality is found through
doubt and uncertainty in the postmodern context. Rather than reduce Bible passages to
statements of certainty, the preacher presents Bible passages in the form of questions.
The chief role of the preacher is to be the initiator of questions. As Johnston writes, "The
effective communicator will realize that the task isn't to get the listener inside of his or
her head but for the communicator to get inside the head of the listener .'48 As
congregants identify their questions, they bring them into the process of preaching. This
might be in the form of mulling over and reflection, or literally asking questions of each
other and the preacher.
Postmodern Hermeneutics
The modern church married its preaching to the epistemology of foundationalism
and rationalism. Postmodernity, on the other hand, can fall into a subjective and
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relativistic extreme where truth is whatever individuals decide it is. Neither approach,
however, is life-giving. A different course can be charted where knowledge is "more
relational (less propositional), more experiential (less experimental), more image-based
(less word-centered), more celebratory and communal (less cerebral and individual). " 49
In this situation of questions and discussions, for the preacher fills the role of

commentator. The preacher does not impose answers, but offers information skillfully
and sensitively about how the congregation might deal with the questions raised in the
preaching dialogue. This means preachers bring their entire lives and experiences to the
act of preparation: cognitive learning, heart, soul, mind, and experience. This requires a
thorough understanding of church history and theology, and the ability to stimulate
debate and discussion. These are vital preaching skills. Another vital preaching skill is
the ability to summarize congregants' questions and suggestions in ways that help people
connect with each other and Jesus. 50
Evangelistic
The distinction between kerygma and didache breaks down in the postmodern
world, and the ability to preach at non-Christians while teaching the congregation
established in faith has ended. According to Ian Stackhouse, "Given the largely
uncatechised nature of the contemporary church ... Christian gatherings in the postmodern West present the evangelistic opportunity ... preaching that reconnects churches
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to the main drama of salvation."51 In the postmodern context, preaching becomes an
experience in which non-Christians and Christians find faith together.

Narrative and Story
Most of the Bible is narrative in form, and Jesus was primarily a storyteller. The
apostle Paul's letters are written within a larger narrative framework embedded in the
Jewish worldview and passion narrative. Paul is a good example of someone who
preached narratively. 52 Andrew Walker suggests that the Gospel in its entirety is a story,
and he describes how the retelling of the story is the basis for communication in the
postmodern world. 53

In Institutes, Calvin recognizes that the primary way individuals interpret reality
is through stories, not propositions, and individuals learn about each other through
stories. According to Tod Bolsinger, Calvin "describes the Church as the community
where stories that define the community as Christians are told. " 54 In the postmodern
context people reject metanarratives, they become unstoried people, and there is a paucity
of knowledge and understanding of the Christian story and its role in church history. The
telling and retelling of the Christian story connects individuals with the Gospel story. At
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a conference entitled Perspectives on Church, Gospel, and Culture in the 2F1 Century,
Brian McLaren examines the contrast between stories and propositions:
Propositions come up and grab you by the lapels so that you can smell the
coffee and cigarettes and Altoids on its breath. A story on the other hand,
sneaks up behind you, whispers in your ear, and when you turn around to
see who's there, kicks you in the butt and goes and hides in the bushes. 55
Stories express mystery, multiple interpretations, and resist systematization and these
attributes make them particularly useful in the postmodern context. 56

Epic
Rex Miller provides a detailed overview of the media and communication
requirements for connecting to postmodern people,57 and Leonard Sweet has argued that
vital ways churches can meet these changes are to be experiential, participatory, imagedriven, and connected. 58 The use of this template for preaching addresses many cultural
concerns and communication issues identified earlier dealing with the form and structure
of preaching. Preachers can embrace relevancy in terms of the media and mediums used
in communication.

55
Quoted in Section 6. 7 of Jeff Bailey, "Association of Vineyard Churches USA Board Report:
Perspectives on Church, Gospel, and Culture in the 21st Century," (1999), 28. This was an unpublished
electronic document from the Association of Vineyard Churches, USA, ed. Todd Hunter, Anaheim, CA.
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For a detailed theological and biblical exposition of narrative preaching, see: Joel B. Green and
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Proclamation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003).
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Mark Miller, Experiential Storytelling: (Re)Discovering Narrative to Communicate God's
Message. (El Cajon, CA: Youth Specialties), 95.
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Sweet, Post-Modern Pilgrims, 27-109.
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Edwin Schlossberg's Interactive Intelligence: Defining and Developing New
Standards for the Twenty-First Century suggests techniques for interaction between

presenters and groups in the emerging culture. 59 The interaction Schlossberg calls for is
vital to the breaking down of the preacher as expert identified earlier in this paper.
Schlossberg describes this breaking down of the expert voice: "New media tools enable
members of the audience to actively redefine, analyze, and express their ideas in relation
to an idea of experience. No longer will only experts be able to voice an opinion."60

Communication Skills and Education
There is obvious value in excellent preaching, and preachers can train and
practice oratory, presentation, and communication skills. There are many books, courses,
and opportunities for preachers to develop these skills. 61 Preachers can understand how
people learn, and didactic, cognitive-based teaching is not effective in postmodern
culture. Brett Webb-Mitchell's Christly Gestures: Learning to Be Members of the Body
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Schlossberg, Interactive Excellence, 94-95.

60

Ibid., 94.
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For example see: Bob Boylan, What's Your Point? The 3-Step Method for Making Effective
Presentations (Holbrook, MA: Adams, 2001); Dale Carnegie and Dorothy Carnegie, The Quick and Easy
Way to Effective Speaking (New York: Association Press, 1962); Morton Cooper, Change Your Voice,
Change Your Life: A Quick, Simple Plan for Finding and Using Your Natural, Dynamic Voice, (New York:
Barnes & Noble, 1985); George L. Morrisey and others, Loud and Clear: How to Prepare and Deliver
Effective Business and Technical Presentations, 4111 ed. (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1997).
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a/Christ examines what postmodern catechesis might entail. 62 Many other resources
draw on the behavioral sciences to facilitate the learning process. 63

The Roles of the Emerging Preacher
This paper proposes preaching concepts that have major implications for the
preacher's role. No longer does the preacher deliver a monologue of scriptural exegetical
interpretation for congregants' intellectual acknowledgement, and this has significance
for the preacher who applies these philosophies to teaching and preaching practice. These
realities stimulate how pastoral roles including: chief emotional officer, chief storyteller,
situation leaning catalyst, and sacramentalist.

CEO: Chief Emotional Officer
The modern world led to the development of cognitive based preaching, but the
postmodern world requires preachers who help congregants navigate the emotional
turbulence of the emerging culture. In the postmodern context people construct reality on
how they feel, not what they believe cognitively, and preachers must connect with
people's feelings and interpret them in light of the Christian story. 64
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His whole book is given to exploring this thesis. Webb-Mitchell, Christly Gestures.
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For example, Howard G. Hendricks, Teaching to Change Lives (Portland, OR: Multnomah
Press, 1987); Schlossberg, Interactive Excellence; Schultz and Schultz, Why Nobody Learns Much of
Anything at Church; Schultz and Schultz, The Dirt on Learning.
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The suggestion for the Chief Emotional Officer role in all organizations is suggested in Jonas
Ridderstraale and Kjell A. Nordstrom, Karaoke Capitalism: Management for Mankind (Harlow, UK:
Financial Times Prentice Hall, 2004), 230.
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Preachers can learn about emotional intelligence and emotional communication,
and their preaching can reflect their engagement in this process. 65 As discussed earlier,
this emotional engagement is something the relevancy stream of preaching addressed.
Coupling this with understanding postmodern theology is vital and people connect with
it.66

Chief Storyteller
This paper described how the charismatic movement undermined preaching,
although the charismatic tradition did seek a place for hearing God speak. This trend can
be understood as a desire for an ongoing story that brings God into people's lives and
churches. Emerging churches can act as facilitators of storytelling.
Storytelling enables congregations and church groups to hear what God is saying
and place the message in the larger context of the historical Christian story. This is best
accomplished by using the narrative techniques of the emerging culture. Doug Paggitt
experienced this in his emerging church context:
The story of God is the story that encompasses our entire life. Our hope
for the sermon is that it allows us to find ourselves in that story, to see
how others have played their part, and be informed by the ways they
followed God. Reading the Bible through this lens offers a tremendous
perspective for those of us who tend to get stuck in the much oftoday. 67
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For a detailed exploration of this see, Daniel Goleman, Richard E. Boyatzis, and Annie McKee,
Primal Leadership: Realizing the Power of Emotional Intelligence (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School
Press, 2002).
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Sweet, Post-Modern Pilgrims, 139-160.
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Pagitt, Re imagining Spiritual Formation, 59.
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The storyteller preacher weaves together the stories of the church in the past with stories
from the current congregation and uses narrative, poetry, testimonies, prophecy, images,
and Scripture. This enables the congregation to live as disciples through understanding
their place in the biblical narrative. 68 David Larsen writes:
We need to be specialists in imagery, pictures, symbols, and joyful
metaphor. Our speaking needs not only to be explanatory but evocatory.
We need to practice the hypothesizing, and anticipating that will allow
artistry to communicate passionate urgency. 69

Situation Learning Catalyst
The emerging preacher can develop skills that facilitate participatio.n, questioning,
interaction, preaching, and teaching that goes beyond didactic, cognitive-based methods.
The role of the preacher is to be a situation-learning catalyst, which is someone who
facilitates people in self-directed learning. The responsibility for learning becomes
church-member centered.
The preacher also becomes a participant and fellow learner rather than a solitary
expert separate from the congregation. Rather than answer questions no one asked, the
preacher offers commentary from history, theology, and church practices that stimulate
questions from the congregation and seek joint, cooperative understanding. The
preacher's life, the story of the church, and its place in the Church universal becomes

68

For some helpful examples of what elements this story telling might include see: Eugene L.
Lowry, The Sermon.· Dancing the Edge of Mystery (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1997); Miller, Experiential
St01ytelling.
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As quoted in Miller, Experiential Storytelling, 79.
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preparation for the preaching time, a different approach from preparation in
commentaries for exegetical preaching.
In the past preachers used deductive methods for teaching, and they began with
the abstract and moved to a concrete reality. The inductive method of teaching and
preaching begins with doctrine and moves to application, a method widely encouraged by
authors on postmodern preaching. 70 Eugene Lowery provides a comprehensive overview
of inductive and other forms of homiletic, 71 but postmodern culture requires preachers to
be situation-leaning catalysts. They must use abductive learning models. Leonard Sweet
describes the process of abduction:
Seize people by the imagination and transport them from their current
world to another world, where they gain a new perspective ... These
sermons are so different from either inductive or deductive that some
practitioners are calling them not sermons, but "phd's," or "posthomiletical discourses ... in other words don't build your message around
analysis (the A-Word of modernity), but instead, build them around an
abductive experience."72
Craig Loscalzo believes this form enables preachers to be meaning givers, to postmodern
people.
Apologetic preaching must be open to new paradigms of homiletic
method. Modernism so binds some contemporary apologists that they
exclusively use Aristotelian logic, steeped in deductive reasoning ... the
Post-modern worldview transcends any particular logical mode or model
of reasoning. Apologetic preaching should broaden the homiletic form to
include both deductive and inductive approaches, narrative as well as
propositional styles, both diache and kerygmatic goals ... the particular

°For example see: Johnston: Preaching to a Postmodern World, 149-173.
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Leonard I. Sweet, Brian D. McLaren, and Jerry Haselmayer, "A" ls for Abductive: The
Language ofthe Emerging Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2003), 157.
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preaching situation dictated Paul's homiletical form without any
compromise of the essence of the Gospel. 73
Preachers can become postmodern educationalists who understand communication tools,
educational theory, and mastery of new media.

Sacramentalist
Ian Stackhouse argues that there is something sacramental about preaching and
that preaching is not just a communication method, but a means by which Christ
communicates to Christians. 74 Luther himself called this act of preaching Sacramentum
Verbi. 75 Preaching is a sacramental act, when it is communal, not a solitary experience of
hearing a message. Many sacramental acts in the church involve one person giving the
sacrament to others. Preachers can adopt this role as they facilitate preaching. A
sacramental preacher can be truly Christ-giving to a congregation: "The preacher then
voices the speech of crushed human voices, persons too long engaged in denial, too long
burdened with superfluous guilt, too long pent-up with rage, speech that must burst open
in impolite ways in order to rush against an overstated God." 76 The sacramental
postmodern preacher leads people into interaction, conversation, participation, and
connection to God, each other, and the world.
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Preaching Helped an Emerging Church Grow
The conceptual model of this paper has been field-tested in the life of an emerging
church. The church wrestled with the role, nature, form, and viability of preaching, and
this section describes the use of postmodern preaching techniques in the church. The
change in preaching techniques includes a media-arts team that produces video,
reflections, interactions, and activities around the theme explored each Sunday. The
pastor changed his preaching approach to a more interactive style as commentator and
facilitator. The congregants read a passage together and people share what they think,
see, and hear in the passage. The pastor acts as a summarizer, gives commentary, and
suggests application. The following section describes four Sundays in the life of the
church:
Kinesthetic
One Sunday, the pastor and congregation focused on Bible passages that
discussed the importance of personal connections and meeting together as Christians. The
pastor made this session as interactive as possible by using colored balls of string.
Church leaders stood on their chairs and each took a ball of string and clustered around
the leaders to whom they connected regularly. The participants threw their balls of string
around to other people to whom they were connected. The result was a 3D representation
of people as nodes of connections and lines of color showing how people connected to
each other. The pastor/preacher read the Bible passages and asked the question: "What
happens when we withdraw and disconnect from people?" He then used scissors and cut
some of the string links. The purpose of this teaching is to encourage learning in a non-
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cognitive, participatory, and kinesthetic way. Many people reported they would
remember the activity and image in their minds for life as a reminder that people need
each other.

Semiotics
Semiotics is the process of interpreting through sign and images, and is in stark
contrast to the historical critical method of reading scripture. 77 A Bible passage is read
semiotically one Sunday a month. For example, the congregation studied the passage in
John 20 in which Mary comes to the tomb and sees angels, while Peter arrives and sees
the grave clothes of Christ. The group read the text together, people closed their eyes and
imagined the story visually, then shared verbally the sounds, smells, emotions, and other
impressions they experienced as they heard the story. No one deliberately taught the
"correct" meaning of the passage, and the group attempted to recreate the story together.
The preacher asked questions related to the passage, and congregants asked
questions about things they did not understand. The preacher then offered commentary
about the images, the linen, and angels. People shared their struggles and dirty linen, and
some people came forward for prayer. This process involved retelling the story, using
images rather than interpreting the passage, identification through personal experience,
and participation through sharing and asking questions. The preacher acted as a
commentator and facilitator.
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As already evidenced in this chapter, see Rose, Sharing the Word, 13-37.
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Bruce Almighty
During a series on prayer, the preacher used three clips from the film Bruce
Almighty. The clips were viewed and questions were directed to the congregation about
questions the film raised about prayer. The preacher used a Bible passage interactively
with questions that explored some issues from the film. Participation, imagery, questions,
dialogue, and several learning styles were used in the process.

Palm Sunday
On Palm Sunday, the pastor preached in a more conventional way. He did ask the
congregation questions at one point, but focused on the passage about Jesus entering
Jerusalem on a donkey. While this was a more conventional preaching style, the preacher
invited the congregation to explore the imagery of the donkey. He used images on a
computer of a donkey and asked the question: "What does it mean for us to be donkeys
carrying Christ to the world?" Two couples shared how, despite very hard circumstances
of work and illness, they decided to keep serving and found God in that difficult place.
Their stories served as examples of how to identify with the biblical story.

Summary
These four typical examples demonstrate the variety of preaching and teaching at
Sunday services based on the emergent model described in this paper. 78 They confirm the
paper's thesis that church renewal can occur based on biblical principles and theological
foundations rather than a repackaging of church activities. The Sunday service has
78

Examples can be downloaded from the church web site: http://www.vineyardchurch.org.
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become the most significant evangelistic experience, and non-Christians participate and
come to faith during these experiences. Preaching is vital to the growth of the church.
There is no distinction between Christian and non-Christian in these preaching activities
because everyone can question, share, and participate. Indeed, the suggestions nonChristians make are often profound and reveal and reaffirm that God is at work not only
in the preacher's role.

Conclusion

This chapter explored preaching and its future in the emerging church. It provided
an overview of the history of preaching and identified some of its key shortcomings in
the postmodern context. It discussed how two modern streams ofrevivalism interacted
with these issues, and in some cases made them worse. This chapter demonstrated that
the call to abandon traditional preaching is not a valid theological engagement with
postmodernity, but the logical conclusion to these adaptations by the modern church. The
discussion has shown how preaching practices can respond to legitimate concerns about
preaching and offered a philosophy and role for preachers. Examples from the author's
emerging church confirm growth is possible among existing and new Christians.
In the author's church context, the renewal of preaching has been vital to church
growth and added new and existing Christians to the congregation. Preaching techniques
can change and adapt to the postmodern context, and preaching should not be abandoned.
Brian McLaren describes the future role of preachers and preaching:
Preachers will use words with great care, also-being careful never to
bore, not to overstate or over promise, nor to dishonor logic or truth or
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integrity or creativity. They will seek to convey mystery, but not to
mystify ... like Jesus he will be a weaver of parables, a designer of
proverbs, more a sage than a technician. 79
Stackhouse warns the church not to lose its preaching role in the context of pastoral care:
"Here is an unashamed belief that the preacher's task of exegeting the word, of
uncovering the promise of the gospel, is scriptural, historic and necessary."80 Preaching
is a tool that can be substantially renewed, vital, biblical, and necessary to the formation
of Christianity in the emerging culture. The role of preachers remains vital in the
church's future.
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CHAPTERS
THE ROLE OF LEADERSHIP IN THE EMERGING CHURCH

This chapter discusses and investigates leadership issues. The postmodern culture
and theology described in this paper, the process of spiritual formation, and possibilities
for teaching, raises issues of who directs, leads, and forms these processes, and how.
Leadership exists in all church groups and is responsible for the church's
message, media, and marketplaces. The modern church's leadership style has
operationalized its theology and practices successfully in the past, but the move from
modernity to postmodernity requires a new kind of leadership. Leadership is vital to
renewal in the church in the emerging context, and it can be built upon biblical principles
and theological reflection, rather than repackaged, older approaches.
The emerging church literature describes elements and characteristics of
postmodern church leadership. Much of this discussion, however, is reactive and
identifies what writers dislike about modern church leadership. It is not a positive
articulation about postmodern leadership and its characteristics in the emerging context.
This paper has demonstrated the negative reaction of postmodern thinkers and what they
dislike about the modern church. These critics rarely offer positive, constructive
suggestions about the church's postmodern future, programs, and activities. This trend
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also occurs on church leadership questions and focuses on reasons people dislike and
reject traditional leadership styles. There is a paucity of positive alternatives presented in
the literature.
The biblical theology and process for growth and Christian formation identified in
this paper provide a positive basis for leadership development in the emergent church.
This leadership style enables the implementation and realization of spiritual formation.
Many postmodern, secular writers wrestle with leadership style changes necessitated by
changes in a postmodern context, and they offer models and practices that support this
paper's philosophy and theology.
This chapter examines the problems of leadership style in the modern church and
explains why these styles do not facilitate Christian formation. It examines the
abandonment of traditional leadership by the emerging church. The chapter surveys
current leadership materials for a philosophy and process of leadership that facilitates
spiritual formation in the emerging context. Metaphors are identified that embody this
philosophy based on the concepts developed in previous chapters. Finally, the chapter
provides examples from the author's experience that exemplify the concepts in action.
This demonstrates the paper's thesis that renewal can occur based on biblical principles
and theological reflection.

Leadership Problems in the Modern Church
There has been a strong reaction against the leadership style of the modern
church, which is seen as authoritarian, controlling, mechanistic, and similar to traditional,
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secular Chief Executive Officer behavior. 1 In the modern world, leadership uses the
philosophy and leadership styles of that culture, but in the postmodern world the
traditional leadership approach is often destructive. What worked in the modern church
does not work in the postmodern environment. Margaret Wheatley writes about the need
for new leadership metaphors and models, "Each of us recognizes ... [that] the habits of
solutions that once worked yet are now totally inappropriate, of having the rug pulled
from beneath us. " 2
Brian McLaren writes and speaks about the emerging church and identifies ten
problematic leadership metaphors/models in the postmodern context. The leader as:
1. Bible analyst: Cognitive knowledge is power.

2. Broadcaster: Leadership is about a powerful and dynamic presentation
of truth.

3. Objective technician: The church is a machine, and the leader is the
4.

5.
6.

7.

8.
9.

engineer of the mechanism.
Warrior/Salesman: Modern leadership is about conquest, "winning
souls" and crusades.
Careerist: Leadership performance enhances a career within the
structure of the church.
Problem-solver: The church is a mechanism and people are parts to be
fixed.
Apologist: Leadership provides certainty for people with doubts and
questions.
Threat: The use of discipline and exclusion motivates people through
fear.
Knower: The exhibition of supreme confidence by the leader over and
against less mature Christians.

1

For an assessment of the models of leadership used by the CEO in modern organizations see
Manfred Kets de Vries, The Leadership Mystique: A User's Manual for the Human Enterprise (London:
Financial Times Prentice Hall, 2001), 110-121. Eugene Peterson has criticized the notion of pastor as CEO
in many of his books. A summary of his critique can be found at http://www.ctlibrary.com/5696 (accessed
December 10, 2005).
2
Margaret J, Wheatley, Leadership and the New Science: Discovering Order in a Chaotic World
(San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 1999), 6.
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be replaced by something else. Leadership was once understood as central to modern
church growth, but now it is seen as a toxin that must be removed from the church. 12
Stuart Murray describes the situation as "leadership dependency," and he believes
churches must move away from it because "[l]eadership dependency harms leaders and
churches alike." 13 A key question is, "Is dependency on leadership the problem or is it the
kind of leadership used?" Many emerging church advocates distrust leadership deeply
and believe leadership is something axiomatic to modernity. 14 Earlier, this paper
identified emerging church advocates who believe preaching is axiomatic to modernity.
This chapter discusses the same issues about leadership. The question is: "Must the
emergent church abandon leadership, or can it be renewed in the postmodern context?"
The author of this paper believes leadership cannot be abandoned or dismissed
because a rejection of leadership is a leadership act. To assert that the postmodern church
has no dependency on leaders is a leadership declaration. This means that people who
insist there should be no leaders, lead from that position and people follow them.
While leadership style must change, the idea that the emergent church should not
depend on leadership is fundamentally flawed. Leadership is more vital than ever and a
new kind of leader is required who understands postmodern theology and facilitates the
development and maturation of spiritual formation. John Kotter suggests the postmodern
church needs leadership "with a capital L" more than ever, but the church also needs a
12
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more modest sense of leadership with a lowercase "l". 15 Andrew Roberts analyzes Hitler
and Churchill, and states: "Leaders are likely to become more rather than less of a part of
our daily lives." 16
The call to move away from leadership has more to do with modern leadership
practices and failures than with the postmodern environment. Like the move to abandon
preaching, it is a culturally driven response that says: "[W]e will go so far as to change
our leadership to accommodate the culture, that we will get rid of it altogether." This
cultural accommodation is more an accommodation to the sub-culture of modern
Christians tired of church, than to the postmodern context. To act on this impulse is
mistaken because it confuses inappropriate leadership with all leadership. Emerging
church writer and coach Todd Hunter makes the same conclusion stating that leadership
"remains crucial for authentic spiritual formation," and that the misuse of leadership is
the issue, not its non-use. 17

Dis-incarnational
Chapter 2 of this paper identified the need for incamational ontology that locates
the role of humanity in the creation project. Believers' humanity is vital to their
participation in creation and their role in spiritual formation. Since leadership is about the

15

John P. Kotter, Leading Change (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 1999), 175.

Andre~ Roberts, Hitler and Churchill: Secrets of Leadership (London: Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 2003), 153.
16

17

Todd Hunter as quoted in, Mark Priddy, "Towards a Missional Community: A Short
Reflection," Allelon,Companions in the Gospel Article Index, March 30, 2004, http://
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facilitation of this process, leadership must be incarnational, which means it is located in
human beings.
In the modern church, leadership became disembodied from humanity through a
faulty ontology of being, a faulty concept of incarnation, and by acting like God's agent
whose humanity had been removed from the world. In the modern church, leadership is
understood as a product of being more than human, more like the divine. This stance
locates leadership in an ontology of the otherness of the divine.
The move to abandon leadership and see it as non-central is a reaction to this
theology, but it is also based on a faulty ontology. The faulty ontology is the belief that
leadership is the act of the Spirit, and it is not the peoples' role to exercise leadership.
Only the Spirit can exercise leadership through humans.
While the modem church exercised leadership under divine fiat, the emergent
church abandons leadership through the same reasoning and theology. Whereas the
modern church is a hierarchy where a few individuals wield power and control, the
emerging church seeks to renew the process by making everyone the dispensers of power
and control.
Christian theology for spiritual formation necessitates that leadership is
incarnational.

18

Christ exercised His leadership through His humanity, and any spiritual

growth process that enables Christians to become like Christ must value peoples'

18

formation.

Chapter 2 of this paper asserts and demonstrates this theory, with incarnational spiritual

111

because the leadership styles produce cultures that people inhabit. 20 Ronald Heiffetz
describes leadership as the process of making "a holding environment:" "A holding
environment consists of any relationship in which one party has the power to hold the
attention of another party and facilitate adaptive work."21
A combination of Fairholm and Heiffetz provides five leadership environments
that are useful in this paper:
1. Leadership as Management: This approach is based on the scientific
management concepts of Frederick W. Taylor and the Behaviorists' hard science
approach to leadership. 22 Advocates of this discipline believe leadership is about
prediction, measurable outcomes, and the control of systems and people. This approach is
limited and based upon a mechanistic understanding of people. 23
2. Leadership as Excellent Management: This approach to leadership focuses on
the issue of quality. If leadership is behaviorist and mechanistic, the value of the system
is to produce quality. 24
3. Values Leadership: This view of leadership moves the subject from science to
philosophy. Effective leadership articulates and implements individual and group values
that drive actions. Fairholm asserts that this approach has been the dominant
2
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characteristic of leadership in America. 25 Values driven leadership is the dominant style
used in modern church, and is fundamental to Rick Warren and the Purpose Driven
leadership model. 26 The successful modern church emphasizes behaviorism and values in
a conceptual base that produces techniques, programs, and processes for church
leadership. John Maxwell's publications reflect this trend. 27
4. Trust Cultural Leadership: The style of leadership and the culture in which
leadership is practiced creates a unique environment. For example, the character and
relationships between the leader and followers are vital. The style and character of
leadership affect the environment leadership creates. "Leadership becomes of both
impacting followers individually and influencing them as groups through shared cultural
visions, values and behavior patterns."28
5. Spiritual (Whole-Soul) Leadership: In the last twenty years, a new style of
leadership has emerged concerned with "soul development." Advocates of this approach
believe leadership is about people who transform themselves holistically, and inspire and
facilitate others in transformational change. Organizational goals and objectives are byproducts of individualistic transformation.
Leaders need followers to lead, but they need enabled people who are able
to flourish in an environment of interactive trust, shared vision and
common values. Leaders who are comfortable with themselves as happy
25

Fairholm, Perspectives on Leadership, 49.
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relationship created between two or more elements."31 Transformational advocates
believe a task focused philosophy is dehumanizing, but an exclusive emphasis on
relationships is debilitating.

32

Transformational leadership breaks down this dichotomy;

to become is to do, and to do is to become.
Transformational leadership enables the intentional formation of communities,
moves beyond the paralysis and pathology of leadership distain, but also avoids the
imperialistic use of people to achieve a hierarchical leader's goals. Transformational
leadership has many exponents and different action models. 33 This paper does not
endorse a single model or synthesize the group of models. In the next section, it identifies
transformational leadership practices based on current transformational leadership
theories useful in the postmodern search.

Emerging Leadership Methods and Practices
The preceding chapters of this paper described postmodern leadership methods
and practices. This section provides additional examples of transformational leadership
for the postmodern congregation.

A Multi-locational Priesthood
Leaders in the emerging church must be multi-locational and inhabit the public,
social, private, and intimate spaces of community life. They must demonstrate ways to
31
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inhabit multiple spaces, and how the dynamic creates growth. They show that multiple
spaces can be valid and that entering into non-traditional spaces is transformational.
Ministry is usual used as a more functional label than priest. Ministry transforms
more easily into ministers (a verb). Priest has no verb form. Priest has, therefore, been
more exclusive than ministry, which is open to all. But ministry has become functional,
and based upon the leadership models of modernity, as shown earlier in this chapter. The
author this paper wishes to assert that we recover the nature of priest, and imbue it with
verbal attributes to avoid connotations of the modern church leadership whilst using
language to subvert metaphors and models of leadership.
Priest for this paper is therefore defined as an action rather than an individual with
special qualifications or status. "To priest" is to inhabit and make spiritual locations of
life. "To priest" is to live in those spaces and help others find connection to God, one
another, and the world. Leaders who "priest" reject Sunday services as the only location
of God's kingdom, and they refuse to live out the opposite concept that everything is
church. Leaders who "priest" understand the church as a missional community through
which the kingdom of God is made manifest and experienced at home, in private, at
work, and in public. As they "priest," they invite others to do so by the nature of who
they are and what they do in those spaces.
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Liberator: Life Long Learners
Leaders in the emerging culture are liberators because they engage in life-long,
holistic learning, and thereby remain connected and relational in their learning. 34 Their
personal growth and actions model behaviors and foster growth in others.
The postmodern climate does not allow an individual to be considered learned
who spends life dispensing information:
For the oriental mind learning is ongoing ... The roots of the English word
for learning suggest that it once held a similar meaning. It originated with
the indo-European leis, a noun meaning "track" or "furrow." To learn
came to mean gaining experience by following a track-presumably for a
lifetime. 35
In the postmodern context and emergent church environment, Christian growth is lifelong learning and the ability ofleaders to learn and stimulate learning is vital. 36 Kotter
describes important elements of life-long learning by leaders as: risk taking, humble self
reflection, solicitation of opinions, careful listening, and openness to new ideas. 37

Able Enablers
Leaders liberate and facilitate growth based on competence. The competence,
however, is not the mechanistic competence of the professional clergy who are self
sufficient, disconnected from the world, and have no need of others. In the postmodern
34
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environment, people are attracted and influenced by leaders who are learners. Once
technical competence was admired, but continued learning is increasingly valued. Senge
calls this "mastery" and writes: "It means the capacity not only to produce results, but
also to 'master' the principles underlying the way you produce results."38
Those who embrace this postmodern approach value ability and strive for
betterment, but also acknowledge individual fallibility and dependence upon others.
Ability involves dependence upon others and the enablement of the leader and those who
surround the leader. Rudolph Giuliani discovered the vitality and reality of this after
September 11, 2001. 39 Max De Pree describes leadership of this kind as "roving." Because
"no one person is the expert at everything [roving leadership is the] expression of the
ability of leaders to permit others to share ownership of problems-in effect take
ownership of a situation.''4°
While leaders possess skills, maturity, and abilities others do not, they do not use
these to control people. Rather, they act with deference, bring others on board, and at all
times recognize and understand their inabilities and weaknesses. De Vries has identified
three clusters of competencies and abilities vital for leaders: 41 (1) personal competencies
such as self-motivation, self-awareness, and self directed effectiveness, (2) social
competencies such as political awareness and empathy, and (3) cognitive competencies

38

Senge, The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, 194.

39

Rudolph R Giuliani and Ken Kurson, leadership (New York: Hyperion, 2002), 98.

40

Max DePree, leadership Is An Art(New York: Doubleday, 1989), 49.

41

Kets de Vries, The leadership Mystique, 221.

118

that include conceptual and systems thinking. Postmodern leaders have several
commonalities; they are: ethical stewards, information alchemists, systems thinkers, and
communicators.

Ethical Stewards
Companies such as Enron have collapsed under the weight of their greed and
corruption, and the church has elevated people whose character and nature are beyond
accountability. 42 The goal of transformational, incarnational theology is the reformation
of self and others to become Christ-like, and this necessitates leadership that lives out
what it calls others to do. Transformational living is characterized by honesty, openness,
vulnerability, accountability, and integrity combined with stewardship.
Modern leadership that pursued the individual's agenda is being replaced with the
notion of stewardship. Ownership in the modern world was about possession and control;
stewardship acknowledges that resources are held "in trust for a temporary period."43
Power in stewardship leadership is located in everyone helping each other accomplish
others' ends, not self-fulfillment. DePree describes this as "a way of thinking about
institutional heirs, a way of thinking about stewardship as contrasted with ownership. "44
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Information Alchemists
Does anyone expect the next 20 years to be any less tumultuous than the
last twenty years? ... If you are an organizational leader you are faced
with a daunting task. In effect you are engaged in a great venture of
exploration, risk, discovery and change, without any comprehensive maps
for guidance. 45
Sweet talks about leaders being able navigate a fast-paced and accelerated world, able to
sift and interpret multiple forms of information, and bring meaning from that process to
people. In the information age, effective leaders bring meaning to a world overwhelmed
with conflicting and competing information received through multiple channels and
media. Sweet calls this leadership trait "information alchemy." 46
Information alchemists sift data, question, articulate, re-articulate, give voice
through multiple media, and bring meaning that enables them and others to grow and be
transformed. This process is necessary in the postmodern world because people are not
able to see the wood from the trees, but when they step back they "just see lots of
trees." 47 This characteristic reflects the prophetic tradition in the church, and the
combination of the priest and prophet may be one of the most important roles for leaders
in the emerging culture.
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Systems Thinkers
The dominant metaphor for modern leadership was the mechanism and machine,
but the new approach in the emerging context is systems thinking. Rather than focusing
on the parts, systems thinking looks at the bigger picture and how things are
interconnected. It deals with the changing interconnectedness of components, and does
not seek the correct order imposed by hierarchical structure. 48
Systems thinking49 is an appropriate approach to church leadership based on the
biblical metaphor of the church as a body (1Cor12:12-31). Leadership in the modern
world and church defended, maintained, and protected itself from external, worldly
forces. Systems thinking is counter intuitive: "Openness to the environment over time
spawns a stronger system, one that is less susceptible to externally induced change ...
Because it partners with its environment, the system develops increasing autonomy from
the environment and also develops new capacities that make it more resourceful."50
Tribal Story Tellers: Communicators
The ability to communicate is essential in this information alchemy. This is a
complex skill because communication takes place constantly, and is planned and
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intentional or involuntary and obscure. Postmodern leaders can use traditional and
modern methods of communication to shape and give life to thoughts, notions, ideals,
dreams, and visions, and provide space for questions and doubts. "There may be no
single thing more important in our efforts to achieve meaningful work and fulfilling
relationships than to learn and practice the art of communication." 51
Postmodern leaders will communicate through cyberspace, but must also
communicate through personal, written, and spoken means. Technology is a vital part of
the postmodern world, but the use of cyber communication alone is not the panacea for
church communication issues. While on the forefront of technology, leadership must
inhabit other vital spaces of peoples' lives, and communication remains a key. 52
As they communicate, these leaders can weave meaning from story to story as
"tribal storytellers. " 53 "The penalty for failing to listen is to lose one's history, one's
historical context, one's binding values. " 54 The tribal storytellers connect their listeners to
meaning;
When leaders honour us with opportunities to know the truth of what is
occurring and support us to explore the deeper meaning of events, we
instinctively reach out the them. Those who help us centre our work in a
deeper purpose are leaders we cherish, and to whom we return love, gift
for gift. 55
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Leadership in the Emerging Church: Metaphors for Transformation
The author of this paper believes the following leadership metaphors60 are useful
in the emergent church context:
1. The spiritual sage who replaces the Bible analyst obsessed with the cognitive.
2. The listener who leads through listening and develops communal learning and growth.
3. The friend who leads through relationship and conversation rather than through
organizational goals and technical means. People are heard rather than used as objects or
means toward an end.
4. The dancer who invites others to hear the music and move with its rhythm, rather than
march to an organizational drum.
5. The amateur who rejects clerical professionalism and embraces the fact that people can
be life long learners.
6. The quest creator who seeks new challenges, asks questions, and invites people into
adventure and discovery. Learning takes place in the quest, and individuals are
transformed as they ask questions, rather than told answers. Much like Jesus, these
leaders answer questions with questions and facilitate growth and learning. 61
7. The apologizer, or alternatively the learner, is a leader who points out how inadequate
the leader's ideas are, and is open to learning and direction from others.
8. The includer involves others on the leaders' journey and team.
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9. The seeker who, instead of acting as a know-it-all, recognizes his/her limitations and
needs others on life's journey.
10. The team builder who empowers, enables, and avoids pressure to rise to the top as a
self-sufficient being. To lead is to need team, to be team, to live and participate as team.
By avoiding the paternalistic dependency models of modernism and the independent
tendencies of the emerging church, mutuality and interdependency are possible.

Application: Examples from an Emerging Church
In previous chapters, the author included examples from his emerging church
plant and demonstrated the postmodern model in practice. There has been one key area in
the community life where the church practiced a leadership model not yet discussed. The
pastor and church sought to steward the church's resources as a team, and they worked to
be accountable to each other as they developed a less hierarchical and more enabling
church structure. Patrick Lencioni's book, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, was an
important tool in this process. 62
Lencioni suggests genuine teamwork is elusive, the product of working together
to achieve more, and vital in postmodern world. He identifies five issues that hinder
teams in the emerging culture. The issues are interrelated and can infect each other,
although he recognizes a progression and evolution among them. They are:
1. Absence of trust, which stems from a lack of openness about weaknesses and failings,
vulnerability, and authenticity.
62
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2. The lack of trust sets the stage for "fear of conflict," where honest, open, and
passionate debate about ideas does not take place. People interact with veiled, politicized
comments.
3. The lack of healthy conflict leads to a "lack of commitment." When people do not air
their doubts, feelings, passions, and convictions they may feign commitment, and not
support the team.
4. A lack of real commitment develops into a lack of "accountability," and team members
will not confront inappropriate peer behaviors and actions which are counterproductive
for the team.
5. The lack of accountability produces an environment where people are inattentive to
team results and put their needs and goals before the team.
If these issues are not resolves, the team collapses.

The author of this paper believes five mirror-image behaviors will produce a
healthy, productive team:
1. Trust one another, be vulnerable and open, ask for help, and be transparent with
thoughts and feelings.
2. Engage in unfiltered sharing of ideas and conflict.
3. Commit as a group and individually to decisions and action plans.
4, Hold each other accountable for completing the plans.
5. Focus on team results, not those of individuals.
As a result of commitment to these behaviors, the group experienced the following:
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The group engaged in shared experiences over time by sharing personal histories,
family stories, challenges, hobbies, and strengths and weaknesses. The saw each other as
human beings, and asked each other to share perceptions of individual strengths and
weaknesses. This began the process of vulnerability. The group used psychometric tools
to learn about each other and the interplay of the team. They received feedback from
peers based on team goals and team agreement. Individuals demonstrated vulnerability
and created a safe environment where vulnerability was encouraged and respected.
In addition, the group discovered the differences between ideological
disagreement and malicious, corrosive fighting. Loyalty is about honest dialogue and
interaction; back channel conflict is corrosive and destructive. The group encouraged the
identification of interpersonal conflict and brought it to the group so others became aware
of it. They coached one another not to retreat from debate, and when people became
uncomfortable, they were reminded conflict was positive and useful, and good for the
team. Psychometric tests identified how people dealt with conflict, and how they
responded to each other during conflicts. The leader learned not to be overly protective of
people in conflict, and to allow others to facilitate the conflict process. The leader became
more comfortable with non-resolution, which teaches participants important skills. The
leader can model these behaviors for the good of all.
A third result of the group's commitment to these behaviors was the realization
that team members can accept a decision based on trust and processing feelings, even if
they disagree. A desire for consensus and certainty undermines decisions, whereas
collaboration does not. Collaboration allows creativity and outcomes for the group guide
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the decision-making process rather than individual agendas. Decisions can be made
successfully without certainty, but many teams wait, are indecisive, and become
paralyzed. The group learned the importance of reviewing decisions made and
communicating those decisions to others outside the team. The review clarifies points,
identifies confidential matters, and promotes communication and feedback within the
church. The experience demonstrates a need for scheduling that avoids ambiguity, and
contingency plans for worst-case scenarios. Individuals in the group began making
decisions, saw the results, and this built confidence in decisions making without outcome
certainty. The leader must also be comfortable with making decisions without outcome
certainty even though the decisions may be wrong.
The team learned to hold each other accountable, point out behaviors that
undermine the team, engage in difficult conversations, and be comfortable with each
other. In order to practice these goals, participants must know the team's goals and who
is responsible for them. It also requires regular review of goals, what people committed to
do, and open discussion of what each is doing. Individual and team rewards are
important, and leaders must encourage the team to be the primary place for accountability
and engage in it directly with individuals. The leader serves as the ultimate arbiter when a
team fails to achieve a result and will step in when necessary.
Finally, the group leaders learned that dysfunction results when team members
care more about their personal goals than those of the team. The team must have goals,
and team members must value and adopt them for the team. The lure of individual status
must give way to a team psychology and collective ownership. This is more likely when
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the results are clear and the team celebrates the results. It is important not to guarantee
that goals will be achieved, but see them as achievable, and leaders must set the tone.
Team leaders must be selfless and reward people for working on and achieving group
goals.

Conclusion: Wisdom
Leonard Hjalmarson notes the progression and development of heroes in recent
movies. 63 He describes how characterizations have moved from the rugged, self-confident
style of the Clint Eastwood and Sylvester Stallone characters to the more human and
troubled heroes of Frodo in The Lord of the Rings and Neo in The Matrix. The new
heroes question their identity and abilities, and need others who reassure and enable them
to complete their quests and journeys.
People in the postmodern context find it difficult to place authority in leadership
based on knowledge and control of information. The new locus for authority is
relationship, but not directionless relationship. The key is relationship that is
transformative. Transformative relationships are based on enablement, participation,
challenge, discussion, debate, and questions whose goal is not certainty about knowledge,
but hope in wisdom and collective action.
Morse describes transformational leadership explored in this paper and believes it
is congruent with the wisdom leadership model of Jesus. 64 Wisdom may be the ultimate
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metaphor that expresses the nature, role, and function of leadership in the emerging
context:
Wisdom and transformational leadership share these factors: Both deal
with ambiguity and change; are most beneficial during chaos and conflict;
demonstrate effective communication and relationship skills; consider
individual needs, and; stimulate maturation in others. The wisdom
leadership of Jesus suggests that wise transformational leaders: ( 1) have a
paradoxical view of reality, (2) are the individual voice able to give
guidance for change, (3) have a vision for renewal which is aware of
moral impact and sourced in a spiritual identity and; (4) have a
comprehensive and holistic field of reform. 65
Within this model, the biblical pattern Jesus Himself practiced can be rediscovered. An
innovative postmodern leadership can emerge through a Hebraic, holistic, missional
lifestyle:
Poised at the millennium, we confront two critical challenges: how to
address deep problems for which hierarchical leadership alone is
insufficient and how to harness the intelligence and spirit of people at all
levels of an organization to continually build and share knowledge. Our
responses may lead us, ironically, to a future based on more ancient-and
more natural-ways of organizing: communities of diverse and effective
leaders who empower their organizations to learn with head, heart, and
hand. 66
Sir Ernest Shackleton is one such leader who received great attention for succeeding
through failure. Shackleton saved the lives of all twenty-two men stranded with him in
the Antarctic. A crewman described his leadership as an appropriate model for leaders in
the emerging culture:
I have served with Scott, Shackleton and Mawson, and have met Nansen,
Amundson, Peary, Cook and other explorers, and in my considered
opinion, for all the best points of leadership, coolness in the face of
65
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danger, resourcefulness under difficulties, quickness in decisions, neverfailing optimism, and the faculty of instilling the same into others,
remarkable genius for organization, consideration for those under him, and
obliteration of self, the Palm must be given to Shackleton, a hero and
gentleman in very truth. 67
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CONCLUSION

The thesis of this paper is that genuine renewal in the postmodern era is possible
based on biblical principles and theological reflection, rather than simply repackaging
church activities. Without the biblical basis and theological reflection, church responses
may attract disaffected Christians, but will not provide genuine mission and connection to
postmodern culture. This paper explored how this situation calls for a radical rethinking
of church theology and its practices. Anything less will redress the church in trendy
clothes, or reinforce its previous practices, neither of which will re-connect postmodern
people to church.
Chapter 1 assessed the church's current responses to emerging culture through the
interplay of message, mediums, and marketplace. The chapter demonstrated that without
biblical and theological reflection churches re-package existing beliefs in new mediums,
and continue to be unable to communicate with postmodern culture.
Chapter 2 described a theology influenced the doctrine of creation at the heart of
the disconnect between the church and postmodern culture and people. The western
church, with an overly platonic doctrine of creation, produced a theology that does not
naturally lead to whole life discipleship within the emerging context. Chapter 2 proposed
an alternative theology to enable existing and new Christians grow and be formed within
the postmodern environment.
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Chapter 3 applied the theology proposed in chapter 2 and combined it with an
adaptation of James Fowler's sociological method for spiritual formation. The combined
model facilitates spiritual formation and leads to authentic growth in the emerging
context.
Chapter 4 explored preaching and teaching and their roles in spiritual formation,
and how they might be renewed using this theology and model for spiritual formation.
Chapter 4 addressed the insufficiency of two current responses to preaching, one that
reasserts conservative preaching techniques and the other that calls for its abandonment.
The two responses are predicated on insufficient theological reflection and are, therefore,
incapable of fostering renewal. An effective alternative was described based on the
theology described in Chapter 2 combined with the model for spiritual formation.
Chapter 5 explored the nature and necessity of leadership to enable to the
theology and formation models outlined. The current call to abandon leadership because
of its inherent abuse and control fails to produce renewal in the emerging, postmodern
context. Postmodern leadership theory offers direction for effective leadership consistent
with the theology and formation model proposed in this paper.
The theology and formation model suggested in this paper has led to the growth
of the author's church plant and congregation. Although one example does not prove the
validity or reliability of the model, it suggests the model bears testing in other settings to
determine whether it accomplishes the goal and works consistently.
The modern evangelical church majored on the need for a personal relationship
with Jesus, and used the propositional faith statements of modernity. Postmodernity
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offers an opportunity for the church to explore relationship with Jesus free from the
constraints of propositionalism and without the need to become liberal, which is equally
propositional.
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relationship created between two or more elements."

31

Transformational advocates

believe a task focused philosophy is dehumanizing, but an exclusive emphasis on
relationships is debilitating. 32 Transformational leadership breaks down this dichotomy;
to become is to do, and to do is to become.
Transformational leadership enables the intentional formation of communities,
moves beyond the paralysis and pathology of leadership distain, but also avoids the
imperialistic use of people to achieve a hierarchical leader's goals. Transformational
leadership has many exponents and different action models. 33 This paper does not
endorse a single model or synthesize the group of models. In the next section, it identifies
transformational leadership practices based on current transformational leadership
theories useful in the postmodern search.

Emerging Leadership Methods and Practices
The preceding chapters of this paper described postmodern leadership methods
and practices. This section provides additional examples of transformational leadership
for the postmodern congregation.

A Multi-locational Priesthood
Leaders in the emerging church must be multi-locational and inhabit the public,
social, private, and intimate spaces of community life. They must demonstrate ways to
31
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inhabit multiple spaces, and how the dynamic creates growth. They show that multiple
spaces can be valid and that entering into non-traditional spaces is transformational.
Ministry is usual used as a more functional label than priest. Ministry transforms
more easily into ministers (a verb). Priest has no verb form. Priest has, therefore, been
more exclusive than ministry, which is open to all. But ministry has become functional,
and based upon the leadership models of modernity, as shown earlier in this chapter. The
author this paper wishes to assert that we recover the nature of priest, and imbue it with
verbal attributes to avoid connotations of the modern church leadership whilst using
language to subvert metaphors and models of leadership.
Priest for this paper is therefore defined as an action rather than an individual with
special qualifications or status. "To priest" is to inhabit and make spiritual locations of
life. "To priest" is to live in those spaces and help others find connection to God, one
another, and the world. Leaders who "priest" reject Sunday services as the only location
of God's kingdom, and they refuse to live out the opposite concept that everything is
church. Leaders who "priest" understand the church as a missional community through
which the kingdom of God is made manifest and experienced at home, in private, at
work, and in public. As they "priest," they invite others to do so by the nature of who
they are and what they do in those spaces.
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Liberator: Life Long Learners
Leaders in the emerging culture are liberators because they engage in life-long,
34

holistic learning, and thereby remain connected and relational in their learning. Their
personal growth and actions model behaviors and foster growth in others.
The postmodern climate does not allow an individual to be considered learned
who spends life dispensing information:
For the oriental mind learning is ongoing ... The roots of the English word
for learning suggest that it once held a similar meaning. It originated with
the indo-European leis, a noun meaning "track" or "furrow." To learn
came to mean gaining experience by following a track-presumably for a
lifetime.35
In the postmodern context and emergent church environment, Christian growth is lifelong learning and the ability of leaders to learn and stimulate learning is vital. 36 Kotter
describes important elements of life-long learning by leaders as: risk taking, humble self
reflection, solicitation of opinions, careful listening, and openness to new ideas. 37

Able Enablers
Leaders liberate and facilitate growth based on competence. The competence,
however, is not the mechanistic competence of the professional clergy who are self
sufficient, disconnected from the world, and have no need of others. In the postmodern
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environment, people are attracted and influenced by leaders who are learners. Once
technical competence was admired, but continued learning is increasingly valued. Senge
calls this "mastery" and writes: "It means the capacity not only to produce results, but
also to 'master' the principles underlying the way you produce results." 38
Those who embrace this postmodern approach value ability and strive for
betterment, but also acknowledge individual fallibility and dependence upon others.
Ability involves dependence upon others and the enablement of the leader and those who
surround the leader. Rudolph Giuliani discovered the vitality and reality of this after
September 11, 2001. 39 Max DePree describes leadership of this kind as "roving." Because
"no one person is the expert at everything [roving leadership is the] expression of the
ability of leaders to permit others to share ownership of problems-in effect take
ownership of a situation. ,,4o
While leaders possess skills, maturity, and abilities others do not, they do not use
these to control people. Rather, they act with deference, bring others on board, and at all
times recognize and understand their inabilities and weaknesses. De Vries has identified
three clusters of competencies and abilities vital for leaders: 41 (1) personal competencies
such as self-motivation, self-awareness, and self directed effectiveness, (2) social
competencies such as political awareness and empathy, and (3) cognitive competencies
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that include conceptual and systems thinking. Postmodern leaders have several
commonalities; they are: ethical stewards, information alchemists, systems thinkers, and
communicators.

Ethical Stewards
Companies such as Enron have collapsed under the weight of their greed and
corruption, and the church has elevated people whose character and nature are beyond
accountability. 42 The goal of transformational, incarnational theology is the reformation
of self and others to become Christ-like, and this necessitates leadership that lives out
what it calls others to do. Transformational living is characterized by honesty, openness,
vulnerability, accountability, and integrity combined with stewardship.
Modern leadership that pursued the individual's agenda is being replaced with the
notion of stewardship. Ownership in the modern world was about possession and control;
stewardship acknowledges that resources are held "in trust for a temporary period. "43
Power in stewardship leadership is located in everyone helping each other accomplish
others' ends, not self-fulfillment. DePree describes this as "a way of thinking about
institutional heirs, a way of thinking about stewardship as contrasted with ownership.' 44
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Information Alchemists
Does anyone expect the next 20 years to be any less tumultuous than the
last twenty years? ... If you are an organizational leader you are faced
with a daunting task. In effect you are engaged in a great venture of
exploration, risk, discovery and change, without any comprehensive maps
for guidance. 45
Sweet talks about leaders being able navigate a fast-paced and accelerated world, able to
sift and interpret multiple forms of information, and bring meaning from that process to
people. In the information age, effective leaders bring meaning to a world overwhelmed
with conflicting and competing information received through multiple channels and
media. Sweet calls this leadership trait "information alchemy." 46
Information alchemists sift data, question, articulate, re-articulate, give voice
through multiple media, and bring meaning that enables them and others to grow and be
transformed. This process is necessary in the postmodern world because people are not
able to see the wood from the trees, but when they step back they "just see lots of
trees." 47 This characteristic reflects the prophetic tradition in the church, and the
combination of the priest and prophet may be one of the most important roles for leaders
in the emerging culture.
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Systems Thinkers
The dominant metaphor for modem leadership was the mechanism and machine,
but the new approach in the emerging context is systems thinking. Rather than focusing
on the parts, systems thinking looks at the bigger picture and how things are
interconnected. It deals with the changing interconnectedness of components, and does
not seek the correct order imposed by hierarchical structure. 48
Systems thinking49 is an appropriate approach to church leadership based on the
biblical metaphor of the church as a body (1Cor12:12-31). Leadership in the modern
world and church defended, maintained, and protected itself from external, worldly
forces. Systems thinking is counter intuitive: "Openness to the environment over time
spawns a stronger system, one that is less susceptible to externally induced change ...
Because it partners with its environment, the system develops increasing autonomy from
the environment and also develops new capacities that make it more resourceful."50
Tribal Story Tellers: Communicators
The ability to communicate is essential in this information alchemy. This is a
complex skill because communication takes place constantly, and is planned and
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intentional or involuntary and obscure. Postmodern leaders can use traditional and
modern methods of communication to shape and give life to thoughts, notions, ideals,
dreams, and visions, and provide space for questions and doubts. "There may be no
single thing more important in our efforts to achieve meaningful work and fulfilling
relationships than to learn and practice the art of communication."51
Postmodern leaders will communicate through cyberspace, but must also
communicate through personal, written, and spoken means. Technology is a vital part of
the postmodern world, but the use of cyber communication alone is not the panacea for
church communication issues. While on the forefront of technology, leadership must
inhabit other vital spaces of peoples' lives, and communication remains a key. 52
As they communicate, these leaders can weave meaning from story to story as
"tribal storytellers."53 "The penalty for failing to listen is to lose one's history, one's
historical context, one's binding values."54 The tribal storytellers connect their listeners to
meaning:
When leaders honour us with opportunities to know the truth of what is
occurring and support us to explore the deeper meaning of events, we
instinctively reach out the them. Those who help us centre our work in a
deeper purpose are leaders we cherish, and to whom we return love, gift
for gift. 55
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This is not simply information exchange; it is openness to communication that shares
thoughts and feelings, and is open to questions.

56

The leader's communication skills reveal the leader's personality and self. To do
anything else is superficial and focused on leadership technique rather than the personal
involvement that demonstrates the leader's self and beliefs. Taylor describes this as the
process of "our beliefs becoming our truths," 57 and Kouzes and Posner call this
"credibility" and provide a leadership prescription: "DWYSYWD: Do what you say you
will do ... leaders must put what they say into practice. " 58
DePree describes this involvement as intimacy, and modern writers that the
practice of distance and lack of ownership is superficial. Leaders too often "never get
seriously and accountably involved in their own work. Intimacy is betrayed by the
inability of our leaders to focus provide continuity and momentum. " 59 When a leader is
involved deeply with other people they experience life together and develop strong
relationships.
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Leadership in the Emerging Church: Metaphors for Transformation
The author of this paper believes the following leadership metaphors60 are useful
in the emergent church context:
1. The spiritual sage who replaces the Bible analyst obsessed with the cognitive.
2. The listener who leads through listening and develops communal learning and growth.
3. The friend who leads through relationship and conversation rather than through
organizational goals and technical means. People are heard rather than used as objects or
means toward an end.
4. The dancer who invites others to hear the music and move with its rhythm, rather than
march to an organizational drum.
5. The amateur who rejects clerical professionalism and embraces the fact that people can
be life long learners.
6. The quest creator who seeks new challenges, asks questions, and invites people into
adventure and discovery. Learning takes place in the quest, and individuals are
transformed as they ask questions, rather than told answers. Much like Jesus, these
leaders answer questions with questions and facilitate growth and learning. 61
7. The apologizer, or alternatively the learner, is a leader who points out how inadequate
the leader's ideas are, and is open to learning and direction from others.
8. The includer involves others on the leaders' journey and team.

60
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9. The seeker who, instead of acting as a know-it-all, recognizes his/her limitations and
needs others on life's journey.
10. The team builder who empowers, enables, and avoids pressure to rise to the top as a
self-sufficient being. To lead is to need team, to be team, to live and participate as team.
By avoiding the paternalistic dependency models of modernism and the independent
tendencies of the emerging church, mutuality and interdependency are possible.

Application: Examples from an Emerging Church
In previous chapters, the author included examples from his emerging church
plant and demonstrated the postmodern model in practice. There has been one key area in
the community life where the church practiced a leadership model not yet discussed. The
pastor and church sought to steward the church's resources as a team, and they worked to
be accountable to each other as they developed a less hierarchical and more enabling
church structure. Patrick Lencioni's book, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, was an
important tool in this process. 62
Lencioni suggests genuine teamwork is elusive, the product of working together
to achieve more, and vital in postmodern world. He identifies five issues that hinder
teams in the emerging culture. The issues are interrelated and can infect each other,
although he recognizes a progression and evolution among them. They are:
1. Absence of trust, which stems from a lack of openness about weaknesses and failings,
vulnerability, and authenticity.
62
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2. The lack of trust sets the stage for "fear of conflict," where honest, open, and
passionate debate about ideas does not take place. People interact with veiled, politicized
comments.
3. The lack of healthy conflict leads to a "lack of commitment." When people do not air
their doubts, feelings, passions, and convictions they may feign commitment, and not
support the team.
4. A lack ofreal commitment develops into a lack of "accountability," and team members
will not confront inappropriate peer behaviors and actions which are counterproductive
for the team.
5. The lack of accountability produces an environment where people are inattentive to
team results and put their needs and goals before the team.
If these issues are not resolves, the team collapses.

The author of this paper believes five mirror-image behaviors will produce a
healthy, productive team:
1. Trust one another, be vulnerable and open, ask for help, and be transparent with
thoughts and feelings.
2. Engage in unfiltered sharing of ideas and conflict.
3. Commit as a group and individually to decisions and action plans.
4, Hold each other accountable for completing the plans.
5. Focus on team results, not those of individuals.
As a result of commitment to these behaviors, the group experienced the following:
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The group engaged in shared experiences over time by sharing personal histories,
family stories, challenges, hobbies, and strengths and weaknesses. The saw each other as
human beings, and asked each other to share perceptions of individual strengths and
weaknesses. This began the process of vulnerability. The group used psychometric tools
to learn about each other and the interplay of the team. They received feedback from
peers based on team goals and team agreement. Individuals demonstrated vulnerability
and created a safe environment where vulnerability was encouraged and respected.
In addition, the group discovered the differences between ideological
disagreement and malicious, corrosive fighting. Loyalty is about honest dialogue and
interaction; back channel conflict is corrosive and destructive. The group encouraged the
identification of interpersonal conflict and brought it to the group so others became aware
of it. They coached one another not to retreat from debate, and when people became
uncomfortable, they were reminded conflict was positive and useful, and good for the
team. Psychometric tests identified how people dealt with conflict, and how they
responded to each other during conflicts. The leader learned not to be overly protective of
people in conflict, and to allow others to facilitate the conflict process. The leader became
more comfortable with non-resolution, which teaches participants important skills. The
leader can model these behaviors for the good of all.
A third result of the group's commitment to these behaviors was the realization
that team members can accept a decision based on trust and processing feelings, even if
they disagree. A desire for consensus and certainty undermines decisions, whereas
collaboration does not. Collaboration allows creativity and outcomes for the group guide
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the decision-making process rather than individual agendas. Decisions can be made
successfully without certainty, but many teams wait, are indecisive, and become
paralyzed. The group learned the importance of reviewing decisions made and
communicating those decisions to others outside the team. The review clarifies points,
identifies confidential matters, and promotes communication and feedback within the
church. The experience demonstrates a need for scheduling that avoids ambiguity, and
contingency plans for worst-case scenarios. Individuals in the group began making
decisions, saw the results, and this built confidence in decisions making without outcome
certainty. The leader must also be comfortable with making decisions without outcome
certainty even though the decisions may be wrong.
The team learned to hold each other accountable, point out behaviors that
undermine the team, engage in difficult conversations, and be comfortable with each
other. In order to practice these goals, participants must know the team's goals and who
is responsible for them. It also requires regular review of goals, what people committed to
do, and open discussion of what each is doing. Individual and team rewards are
important, and leaders must encourage the team to be the primary place for accountability
and engage in it directly with individuals. The leader serves as the ultimate arbiter when a
team fails to achieve a result and will step in when necessary.
Finally, the group leaders learned that dysfunction results when team members
care more about their personal goals than those of the team. The team must have goals,
and team members must value and adopt them for the team. The lure of individual status
must give way to a team psychology and collective ownership. This is more likely when
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the results are clear and the team celebrates the results. It is important not to guarantee
that goals will be achieved, but see them as achievable, and leaders must set the tone.
Team leaders must be selfless and reward people for working on and achieving group
goals.

Conclusion: Wisdom
Leonard Hjalmarson notes the progression and development of heroes in recent
movies. 63 He describes how characterizations have moved from the rugged, self-confident
style of the Clint Eastwood and Sylvester Stallone characters to the more human and
troubled heroes ofFrodo in The Lord of the Rings and Neo in The Matrix. The new
heroes question their identity and abilities, and need others who reassure and enable them
to complete their quests and journeys.
People in the postmodern context find it difficult to place authority in leadership
based on knowledge and control of information. The new locus for authority is
relationship, but not directionless relationship. The key is relationship that is
transformative. Transformative relationships are based on enablement, participation,
challenge, discussion, debate, and questions whose goal is not certainty about knowledge,
but hope in wisdom and collective action.
Morse describes transformational leadership explored in this paper and believes it
is congruent with the wisdom leadership model of Jesus. 64 Wisdom may be the ultimate
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metaphor that expresses the nature, role, and function of leadership in the emerging
context:
Wisdom and transformational leadership share these factors: Both deal
with ambiguity and change; are most beneficial during chaos and conflict;
demonstrate effective communication and relationship skills; consider
individual needs, and; stimulate maturation in others. The wisdom
leadership of Jesus suggests that wise transformational leaders: (1) have a
paradoxical view ofreality, (2) are the individual voice able to give
guidance for change, (3) have a vision for renewal which is aware of
moral impact and sourced in a spiritual identity and; (4) have a
comprehensive and holistic field ofreform. 65
Within this model, the biblical pattern Jesus Himself practiced can be rediscovered. An
innovative postmodern leadership can emerge through a Hebraic, holistic, missional
lifestyle:
Poised at the millennium, we confront two critical challenges: how to
address deep problems for which hierarchical leadership alone is
insufficient and how to harness the intelligence and spirit of people at all
levels of an organization to continually build and share knowledge. Our
responses may lead us, ironically, to a future based on more ancient-and
more natural-ways of organizing: communities of diverse and effective
leaders who empower their organizations to learn with head, heart, and
hand. 66
Sir Ernest Shackleton is one such leader who received great attention for succeeding
through failure. Shackleton saved the lives of all twenty-two men stranded with him in
the Antarctic. A crewman described his leadership as an appropriate model for leaders in
the emerging culture:
I have served with Scott, Shackleton and Mawson, and have met Nansen,
Amundson, Peary, Cook and other explorers, and in my considered
opinion, for all the best points of leadership, coolness in the face of
65
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danger, resourcefulness under difficulties, quickness in decisions, neverfailing optimism, and the faculty of instilling the same into others,
remarkable genius for organization, consideration for those under him, and
obliteration of self, the Palm must be given to Shackleton, a hero and
gentleman in very truth. 67

67

Frank Wild, as quoted in Margot Morrell and Stephanie Capparell, Shackleton's Way:
leadership lessons From the Great Antarctic Explorer (New York: Viking, 2001), 205.

CONCLUSION

The thesis of this paper is that genuine renewal in the postmodern era is possible
based on biblical principles and theological reflection, rather than simply repackaging
church activities. Without the biblical basis and theological reflection, church responses
may attract disaffected Christians, but will not provide genuine mission and connection to
postmodern culture. This paper explored how this situation calls for a radical rethinking
of church theology and its practices. Anything less will redress the church in trendy
clothes, or reinforce its previous practices, neither of which will re-connect postmodern
people to church.
Chapter 1 assessed the church's current responses to emerging culture through the
interplay of message, mediums, and marketplace. The chapter demonstrated that without
biblical and theological reflection churches re-package existing beliefs in new mediums,
and continue to be unable to communicate with postmodern culture.
Chapter 2 described a theology influenced the doctrine of creation at the heart of
the disconnect between the church and postmodern culture and people. The western
church, with an overly platonic doctrine of creation, produced a theology that does not
naturally lead to whole life discipleship within the emerging context. Chapter 2 proposed
an alternative theology to enable existing and new Christians grow and be formed within
the postmodern environment.
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Chapter 3 applied the theology proposed in chapter 2 and combined it with an
adaptation of James Fowler's sociological method for spiritual formation. The combined
model facilitates spiritual formation and leads to authentic growth in the emerging
context.
Chapter 4 explored preaching and teaching and their roles in spiritual formation,
and how they might be renewed using this theology and model for spiritual formation.
Chapter 4 addressed the insufficiency of two current responses to preaching, one that
reasserts conservative preaching techniques and the other that calls for its abandonment.
The two responses are predicated on insufficient theological reflection and are, therefore,
incapable of fostering renewal. An effective alternative was described based on the
theology described in Chapter 2 combined with the model for spiritual formation.
Chapter 5 explored the nature and necessity of leadership to enable to the
theology and formation models outlined. The current call to abandon leadership because
of its inherent abuse and control fails to produce renewal in the emerging, postmodern
context. Postmodern leadership theory offers direction for effective leadership consistent
with the theology and formation model proposed in this paper.
The theology and formation model suggested in this paper has led to the growth
of the author's church plant and congregation. Although one example does not prove the
validity or reliability of the model, it suggests the model bears testing in other settings to
determine whether it accomplishes the goal and works consistently.
The modern evangelical church majored on the need for a personal relationship
with Jesus, and used the propositional faith statements of modernity. Postmodernity
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offers an opportunity for the church to explore relationship with Jesus free from the
constraints of propositionalism and without the need to become liberal, which is equally
propositional.

APPENDIX I
STAGES OF FAITH: AN INTERVIEW WITH JAMES FOWLER1

by Harold Kent Straughn

Straughn: Dr. Fowler, I'd like to begin by asking you to unfold in summary form the six
stages of faith as your research has developed them.
Fowler: All right. Inevitably this will be sketchy. If we start with infancy-the time from
birth to two years-we have what we call undifferentiated faith. It's a time before
language and conceptual thought are possible. The infant is forming a basic sense of trust,
of being at home in the world. The infant is also forming what I call pre-images of God
or the Holy, and of the kind of world we live in. On this foundation of basic trust or
mistrust is built all that comes later in terms of faith. Future religious experience will
either have to confirm or reground that basic trust.

Stage One: Intuitive/Projective Faith
The first stage we call intuitive/projective faith. It characterizes the child of two to six or
seven. It's a changing and growing and dynamic faith. It's marked by the rise of
imagination. The child doesn't have the kind of logic that makes possible or necessary the
questioning of perceptions or fantasies. Therefore the child's mind is "religiously
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pregnant," one might say. It is striking how many times in our interviews we find that
experiences and images that occur and take form before the child is six have powerful
and long-lasting effects on the life of faith both positive and negative.

Stage Two: Mythic/Literal Faith
The second stage we call mythic/literal faith. Here the child develops a way of dealing
with the world and making meaning that now criticizes and evaluates the previous stage
of imagination and fantasy. The gift of this stage is narrative. The child now can really
form and re-tell powerful stories that grasp his or her experiences of meaning. There is a
quality of literalness about this. The child is not yet ready to step outside the stories and
reflect upon their meanings. The child takes symbols and myths at pretty much face
value, though they may touch or move him or her at a deeper level.

Stage Three: Synthetic/Conventional Faith
There is a third stage we call synthetic/conventional faith which typically has its rise
beginning around age 12 or 13. It's marked by the beginning of what Piaget calls formal
operational thinking. That simply means that we now can think about our own thinking.
It's a time when a person is typically concerned about forming an identity, and is deeply
concerned about the evaluations and feedback from significant other people in his or her
life. We call this a synthetic/conventional stage; synthetic, not in the sense that it's
artificial, but in the sense that it's a pulling together of one's valued images and values,
the pulling together of a sense of self or identity.
One of the hallmarks of this stage is that it tends to compose its images of God as
extensions of interpersonal relationships. God is often experienced as Friend,
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Companion, and Personal Reality, in relationship to which I'm known deeply and valued.
I think the true religious hunger of adolescence is to have a God who knows me and
values me deeply, and can be a kind of guarantor of my identity and worth in a world
where I'm struggling to find who I can be.
At any of the stages from two on you can find adults who are best described by these
stages. Stage Three, thus, can be an adult stage. We do find many persons, in churches
and out, who are best described by faith that essentially took form when they were
adolescents.

Stage Four: Individuative/Projective Faith
Stage Four, for those who develop it, is a time in which the person is pushed out of, or
steps out of, the circle of interpersonal relationships that have sustained his life to that
point. Now comes the burden ofreflecting upon the self as separate from the groups and
the shared world that defines one's life. I sometimes quote Santayana who said that we
don't know who discovered water but we know it wasn't fish. The person in Stage Three
is like the fish sustained by the water. To enter Stage Four means to spring out of the fish
tank and to begin to reflect upon the water. Many people don't complete this transition,
but get caught between three and four. The transition to Stage Four can begin as early as
17, but it's usually not completed until the mid-20s, and often doesn't even begin until
around 20. It comes most naturally in young adulthood. Some people, however, don't
make the transition until their late 30s. It becomes a more traumatic thing then, because
they have already built an adult life. Their relationships have to be reworked in light of
the stage change.
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Stage Four is concerned about boundaries: where I stop and you begin; where the group
that I can belong to with conviction and authenticity ends and other groups begin. It's
very much concerned about authenticity and a fit between the self I feel myself to be in a
group and the ideological commitments that I'm attached to.

Stage Five: Conjunctive Faith
Sometime around 35 or 40 or beyond some people undergo a change to what we call
conjunctive faith, which is a kind of midlife way of being in faith. What Stage Four
works so hard to get clear and clean in terms of boundaries and identity, Stage Five
makes more permeable and more porous. As one moves into Stage Five one begins to
recognize that the conscious self is not all there is of me. I have an unconscious. Much of
my behavior and response to things is shaped by dimensions of self that I'm not fully
aware of. There is a deepened readiness for a relationship to God that includes God's
mystery and unavailability and strangeness as well as God's closeness and clarity.
Stage Five is a time when a person is also ready to look deeply into the social
unconscious-thoe myths and taboos and standards that we took in with our mother's
milk and that powerfully shape our behavior and responses. We really do examine those,
which means we're ready for a new kind of intimacy with persons and groups that are
different from ourselves. We are ready for allegiances beyond our tribal gods and our
tribal taboos. Stage Five is a period when one is alive to paradox. One understands that
truth has many dimensions which have to be held together in paradoxical tension.
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Stage Six: Universalizing Faith
Some few persons we find move into Stage Six, which we call universalizing faith. In a
sense I think we can describe this stage as one in which persons begin radically to live as
though what Christians and Jews call the "kingdom of God" were already a fact. I don't
want to confine it to Christian and Jewish images of the kingdom. It's more than that. I'm
saying these people experience a shift from the self as the center of experience. Now
their center becomes a participation in God or ultimate reality. There's a reversal of figure
and ground. They're at home with what I call a commonwealth of being. We experience
these people on the one hand as being more lucid and simple than we are, and on the
other hand as intensely liberating people, sometimes even subversive in their liberating
qualities. I think of Martin Luther King, Jr. in the last years of his life. I think of Thomas
Merton. I think of Mother Teresa of Calcutta. I think of Dag Hammerskjold and Dietrich
Bonhoeffer in the last years of his imprisonment. These are persons who in a sense have
negated the self for the sake of affirming God. And yet in affirming God they became
vibrant and powerful selves in our experience. They have a quality of what I call relevant
irrelevance. Their "subversiveness" makes our compromises show up as what they are.
STRAUGHN: You mentioned earlier that for the next several years you're going to focus
more sharply on the implications for religious education and pastoral counseling. It
sounds as though you already have some things to say.
Fowler: Jerome Berryman has made a strong case for the use of parables with children,
for the gift of those powerful images for the child of five or six. We need to listen to what
children are doing with those images. We need to provide occasions for them with media
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such as drawing or painting or acting out in dramatizations or simply with talking to an
adult and with each other. We need to have chances to tap into what they're doing with
the images, not to correct them doctrinally, but to help them avoid the dangerous
appropriations of those images. As I said earlier, the child of five or six is very available
to suggestions. Later on in the period of ages seven to ten we need to work with the
powerful stories from the Bible and from contemporary sources to give the child a clue as
to who his or her people are.
In terms of working with adolescents, one important thing is to help young people
develop new approaches to prayer. One of the places we fall down in the Protestant
churches in particular is in leaving prayer to be a private matter. It is a private matter, of
course, but we can help young people work out approaches to prayer that take seriously
their new developmental capacities and needs. Now the Roman Catholics are taking 15and 16-year-olds on retreats where they are taught methods of contemplative prayer using
Scripture. They are being taught to meditate. I think for adolescents in our time that's a
terribly important thing to do: to help them discover how they can create an inner space
where they can get some respite and some distance from the terribly burdening world of
overchoice and stimulation that they live in.

In young adulthood, in the Stage Four period, it's very important to begin to give shape to
a dream. In traditional Christian terms it would be a vocational dream. It's not just a
dream of the work I want to do. By vocation I mean how I'm going to put myself and my
gifts at the disposal of the human community and at the disposal of God, to make a
difference in the unique way I'm called, to make a difference through my work and

140
through other dimensions of my life. We need to develop opportunities for young adults
to explore and give shape to dreams that would involve Christian vocation. It would also
involve working out the theological and biblical foundations for a Christian vocation.
For adults there are some important things we need to do in terms of rites of passage. We
need to acknowledge that at mid-life one's religious needs and depths change.
Again some new forms of spirituality need to be developed.
I have a nun friend who's written a long paper on ministry to people in their 40s called
"Ministry to Messiness." Her point is that as we turn 40, give or take five years on either
side, we've lived with ourselves as adults long enough to qualify the dream that took
shape in our young adulthood-the heroic dream. We see that we fulfilled parts of that,
but perhaps there are parts that we'll never fulfill. We're at a time where the dependence
of others upon us is optimal. Our parents are dependent upon us and our teenage children
are dependent upon us. We are carrying our heaviest responsibility in our work
world. Life feels messy. We can't get on top of it.
What kind of spirituality can sustain people with realism and grace in that period? Then
we begin to face retirement or old age and I think our need for spirituality changes again.
We're just at the beginning of investigating that and we're trying to come up with
proposals. That will be part of our work of the Center.
STRAUGHN: Are you already involved in making curriculum available?
Fowler: We have not gotten to the point of making curriculum available. Some people
are using our work to undergird their curriculum development.
STRAUGHN: Where would ministers have access to some of that?
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Fowler: In the new United Methodist curriculum you'll find introductory pieces on faith
development. You'll find that their selection of materials and their ordering of curriculum
are dependent upon developmental principles.
STRAUGHN: What work have you done with implications for pastoral counseling?
Fowler: Well I think we are just beginning to reap the implications for pastoral
counseling. One of those who's doing most of this is Leroy Howe at SMU. He's working
with pastoral counseling with adults. One of the things stage theory has to contribute to
pastoral care and counseling is that it provides a language that's not derived from
pathology for talking about human dis-ease. As we come to understand transitions, we
see that not all apparent sickness is a sickness unto death. It may be a sickness unto a new
kind of health. I find that giving people images of faith that are dynamic and changing,
and that incorporate the dynamics of doubt and struggle, is in itself a powerful gift. They
begin to say, "Well, I may not be going crazy. I may not be going to fall off the edge of
the world if I fall into doubt and struggle. That may be an integral part of faith for me"
Another way stage theory helps the counselor is to give him or her a framework
to determine what the person with whom they are working is struggling toward. It gives
a sense of the shape of the next stage. It helps us see the unfinished business of a previous
stage that has a person trapped or blocked.
In the counseling itself, faith development doesn't become a totally new way of
counseling. It becomes an additional framework for understanding what's going on, for
making diagnoses and for working constructively with a person. That's where spirituality
comes in, I think, as part of the therapeutic process. In the book you may recall a chapter
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on conversion and the form and content of faith. I talk about the need after a conversion
experience to recapitulate previous stages of faith. To me that is one of the most exciting
ideas that I've come upon in the last year or so.
STRAUGHN: Where have you been doing work on the stages in relation to new
converts?
Fowler: I've been doing it in classes on what I call the dynamic identity of faith. I've
invited people in guided reflections to recapitulate their childhood and later experiences
of faith. To say that we've done that with new converts would be misleading. We haven't
done that yet. But it is the need for that that I'm beginning to see very clearly.
STRAUGHN: You're saying that a new convert needs to go back to review earlier
experiences?
Fowler: A new convert needs a period of time where he or she is separate from the
past. That is, you need to burn some bridges. After that's been done, there needs to be
provision, in the context of the community of worship and support, for persons to
recapitulate the previous eras and stages of their life to, as the Catholics say, heal the
memories-to re-establish foundations of basic trust-to provide new basic images and
new stories for life as well as a new identity. We need to provide occasions for that to
happen. Not much of that happens in cult religions or even neo-evangelical Christian
faith. We promise people that they can immolate their past. We never really deal with the
past, so it operates as a kind of inner saboteur of faith. We then block people as far as
further development is concerned.
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STRAUGHN: Near the end of your book you gave examples of some familiar names that
represented types of the various stages, such as Hal Lindsay, Robert Schuller, C. S.
Lewis, and James Cone. I wonder if you plan to do a study of American religion as a
whole. It seems to me that you have the basis for helping people understand what their
options are in American religion.
Fowler: I'd like to see it done. I think it would be an important test of the theory. It would
give us a framework to make sense of the variety of religious movements that we see
corning and going.
One concept I find helpful is what Kenneth Kenniston has called the "modal"
developmental level. I translate that to mean the "average expectable level of
development" for adults in a congregation or in a religious group. Take those
characterizations that you just referred to in terms of Lindsay and Schuller and so
forth. We could go to congregations or to groups who are most influenced and helped by
the kind of preaching or teaching that they do. We could test whether or not the average
expectable level of development for adults is what we predict. In small congregations in
particular, people are attracted to and around the mode. But a modal level also operates as
a coercive feature. People who haven't developed up to it will be experienced as deviant
in some way. And people who have developed beyond it also will he viewed as deviant.
So there is a lot of pressure to stay at the mode. If you want to ask what it is that locks
people into a stage of faith or leads to arrest at one stage, the modal level of the groups in
which they're living out their faith is sometimes a major factor.
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